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	1. Chapter 1

Hello, everyone. Redmage04/Aratech here. Just decided that since I posted this at spacebattles, I should probably put it up here as well. Those of you familiar with my other Halo story, Finishing the Fight, might have noticed the "remarks" I had to say about the Spartan Ops of Halo 4, and the my opinion about the franchise as a whole of late, and this is sort of a build of off that. It is _not_ in any way related to Finishing the Fight, I must make that clear, in order to avoid confusion. There may be other chapters that follow this one. Not sure just yet. However, I hope that this story is enjoyable to you all (as I realize that it might be controversial, to put it mildly), and that it is worth your time.

Thank you all, and have a good day.

* * *

><p><strong>Consequences of Revelation<strong>

* * *

><p>Captain Tom Lasky walked slowly down the halls of the UNSCS <em>Infinity<em>, his hands clasped behind his back, trying to ignore the doubts and questions that plagued his mind. A quartet of ODSTs escorted him as he made his way towards the primary hangar bay of the most powerful ship in Humanity's arsenal.

It had been one week since the _Infinity_ had escaped Requiem, when they'd avoided being caught in a supernova by the skin of their teeth. The Captain's frown deepened as he stepped up to a turbo lift and summoned it. So much knowledge, so much Forerunner technology… all gone. Gone because Jul 'Mdama didn't want to run the risk of Humanity finding out more about the secrets of the Didact. At least he wouldn't have to worry about a Knight teleporting onto his bridge anymore, he thought, looking over the new, armored uniform that he was wearing. That was to say nothing else of what had gone wrong during the two months that they'd been stationed there.

The lift doors opened and he stepped through. A moment later, it was rocketing downwards. Two months on Requiem had demonstrated several things to the UNSC, though, and one of those was that for all their physical augmentations and training, the model-four Spartans were having some difficulty carrying out their work. Two months against an enemy where the UNSC held most of the cards, and they'd failed to make a meaningful dent in the Storm. Oh, sure there had been victories here and there. Successful raids, smash and grabs, killing thousands of Loyalists and pulling off a few assassinations… but they'd failed to give Jul and his fanatics any major setbacks.

Hence his trip to the hangars. After nearly eight months, Lasky was finally going to get to see an old friend again. He'd pulled a few strings with High Command, called in a couple of favors with Lord Hood, and Palmer's S-IV's were finally going to get the training instructors they'd needed for so long.

There was a loud "ding" and the lift came to a halt. Moments later the doors opened and Lasky stepped out onto the primary hangar bay of the _Infinity. _It was a beehive of activity. Broadswords, Longswords, Pelicans and heavy cargo transports were streaming in and out of hangars; cargo carriers and power-loaders were moving armaments and supplies around, while personnel transports were hastily zipping about. Several fireteams and other personnel saluted as he moved past them, and Captain Lasky returned the gestures as he moved further inwards. He could see a Pelican landing about a hundred meters away. He caught the serial number on it: CT-4589. That was the one he was looking for, and he gestured for his escort to move along with him.

The Pelican landed and its engines hummed as the pilot shut them down. There was a hiss as the rear cargo door opened and the ramp descended. Out of the depths of the bird came a few more ODSTs and a green armored giant, towering over the others around him. Lasky let a smile come to his face as he saluted.

"Welcome aboard, Master Chief," he said.

The Spartan-II returned the gesture, his hand and arm nothing but a blur. It always amazed Lasky how they could move so fluidly, so fast. He remembered the first time he saw the Chief in action, moving so quickly his eyes couldn't even follow the man.

"Thank you, Sir." 117 dropped into a parade rest for a moment, his visor drifting down for a moment. Lasky could tell that the Chief was staring at his less-than-standard uniform.

"Started to get in the habit of wearing this after an incident on Requiem," he said with a shrug. "Figured if any more Prometheans managed to get onboard, I might as well not give them a free shot at decapitating CINC."

The Spartan nodded. "Lord Hood informed me that there had been a few incursions and actual boarding actions on the _Infinity_."

"That's part of the reason that I requested that Hood transfer you and the rest of Blue Team back here," Lasky said as he turned and started to walk back towards the lift. The Spartan fell in line next to him, and the Captain noticed that there had been some further changes and modifications to his armor since the last time he'd saw the cyborg. More of the CNT layer was covered, particularly in the chest and abdomen regions. He wondered if that was Virgil's work. The Engineer had been hard at work the past few months, aiding the UNSC's technology specialists in developing all types of advancements in weaponry, armor, and power generation. "While we were able to successfully repel the Storm operatives and their Promethean units, it took a hell of a lot longer than it should have. I don't think the S-IV's have all the training they need."

"I see," the Chief said as they reached the lift. "Are we going to be supplementing their training strictly in boarding and count-boarding tactics, or do you feel their troubles go beyond simply that?"

"The latter, unfortunately," Lasky's frown returned to his face as the doors closed behind them. "Fireteam Crimson's performance was outstanding, and they're probably going to be working with you and Blue Team as trainers... but aside from that." He sighed and shook his head. "We lost too many. _Far_ too many."

The Spartan nodded his head. He could understand Lasky's concern. He'd taken the time that he, Kelly, Linda, and Fred were out securing colony worlds against Covenant Loyalists to read up on the S-IV project. The augmentations that had crippled or killed half his brothers and sisters were a thing of the past, replaced by newer and safer methods. The S-IV's didn't quite seem to have the fantastic reflexes that his "kind" did, or the ceramic bone grafts, but he supposed it was better than having to worry about half of a group "washing out" due to complications that left them crippled for life, or having such a narrow genetic compatibility range that only about one in a hundred thousand people were compatible with them, as had been the case with the Model-III's. However, the Gen-II Mjolnir armor was still rather prohibitively expensive, and the UNSC could equip an entire ODST platoon for the cost of one Spartan-IV. That meant that if the Spartan projects were to continue, they would have to be able to prove to ONI, Hood, and the politicians that such high cost super-soldiers were a worthwhile investment.

His briefing on the way over indicated that over the course of the two months spent on Requiem, seventeen S-IV's had been killed, nearly ten percent of the total amount deployed. Lasky's intent was clear to the Chief: that number had to be brought down by any means necessary.

"When do we begin?"

"First thing tomorrow, oh-five-thirty," Lasky said as the lift rocketed back up to the center of the ship, where the command bridge was. "I'm supposed to help get you and the rest of Blue Team settled." He paused for a moment and ran a hand through his hair. "You're going to be observing the teams as they run through their drills, a few wargames and other dry-run ops. Once that's done, I want you and Blue Team to critique them, and show them how you'd run it." He let a half smile come to his face once again. "Think you can handle that?"

Behind his visor, the Chief frowned for a moment or two. He'd always been an operator, never an actual teacher. But a Spartan was intelligent and adaptable to any situation. He supposed he owed it to the S-IV's to give it a try. With luck, he'd do CPO Mendez proud.

"Yes, Captain," he said with a nod of his head as the turbolift came to a halt, and they stepped out onto the command deck level. "We'll make sure that the next time Infinity's Spartans meet 'Mdama, they'll be ready."

"Good," Lasky took a left turn when they reached a crossroad, heading for his ready room. "I don't want a repeat of what happened last time. We had a clear shot at the bastard, and we missed both it and…" he paused for a moment, his frown returning with a vengeance and a sudden bitter taste filling his mouth. "And our secondary target…"

"Secondary target, sir?" the Chief asked, looking down at him. Lasky looked up at the golden, polarized visor, staring at its minute hexagonal patterns. There seemed to be a note of confusion in his voice, and the Captain sighed.

She was a war criminal, a woman who'd performed experiments that most would find at best ethically dubious… but the idea of trying to assassinate a member of the UNSC still didn't sit well with him. Especially given her actions during the operation. They still had the artifact that Halsey had desperately thrown to Spartan Thorne before Palmer had put a bullet through her.

"After the first incident with the Forerunner Artifact, Doctor Catherine Halsey was brought onboard Infinity to study it," he said. "There was a series of incidents after that, one thing leading to another… but the long and the short of it, Chief, is that she got captured by Prometheans during their boarding incident and Admiral Osman gave orders for Commander Palmer to assassinate her." He shook his head and waved his hand about, as though he himself were having difficulty wrapping his mind around everything that had transpired, while the words just tumbled out of his mouth. "I tried to call it off, sent Majestic to grab her before Palmer could arrive and we _all_ ultimately failed but—"

Whatever he had been about to say died on his lips as he realized the Master Chief had stopped in his tracks. Lasky arched an eyebrow and looked back over his shoulder at the Mjolnir-clad giant. There was something different about his body language right now, he noticed… the Chief… well, he almost looked like a Brute Chieftain had just walloped him with a gravity hammer. The Captain blinked and that look was gone, replaced by something different… something alien, something that made the hairs on the back of Lasky's neck stand up.

"What?"

The word was spoken softly, and there was a worrying lack of inflection in the Chief's normally iron-hard voice.

"Master Chief?" Lasky asked, while his ODST escort exchanged glances. The Spartan took a couple steps forward and leaned down a bit, his visor just a few inches away from Lasky's face.

"What did you just say?" The Spartan cocked his head to the side just slightly. Lasky noted his stance, legs slightly spread, right fist tightened just a bit. He reminded the captain of a predator, ready to pounce. "_What_ did Admiral Osman order?"

"She gave an order for Commander Palmer to terminate Doctor Halsey, on grounds of treason." Lasky said, looking up into his own reflection on that cold, emotionless visor. The Chief did nothing for a few seconds, simply stood there, and Lasky wasn't quite certain what it was that he felt, deep down. It wasn't fear… wasn't intimidation… but he couldn't deny he was a little bit anxious. He remembered the first time he saw the Chief, in the aftermath of the struggle with that Sangheili Zealot. That sense of awe and spine tingling confusion as he stared at the green-armored behemoth. Yes… yes that was what this felt like.

The Spartan moved back into his previous stance in the time it took Lasky to blink. "Captain… May I speak with you in the ready room?" there was a pause and he looked around at the ODSTs. "Alone."

Lasky said nothing, but he nodded his head and started towards his ready room. It took about another fifteen seconds for them to reach it, and he felt the backs of his hands starting to grow slick with sweat, and he could feel his heart hammering in his chest. The doors hissed open as he walked through, the Chief marching in behind him. Lasky looked over his shoulder at the super-soldier. That tension to his stance was still there as he made his way past the Captain of the Infinity and over towards the desk. The ODSTs started to come in after him, but Lasky held up a hand.

"Leave us," he said, looking over to the sergeant.

"But…" the Helljumper said.

"I'll be fine, Sergeant Kowalski," Lasky said with a nod of his head. "I need to speak with the Master Chief in private. Roland's here if I need anything. Just wait outside the door."

Sergeant Kowalski nodded his head, and retreated back through the doorway. Lasky turned around as Roland popped up on one of the holotanks. "I think my ears are burning," the A.I. said, a smirk on his face as he crossed his arms over his chest and looked up at the Master Chief. The smirk faltered a bit as he "looked" at the Spartan, and Lasky knew that he'd probably detected any one of a hundred things about the Spartan that might have put him on edge. Neural activity scans, heart rate, breathing.

The Captain and the cyborg stood where they were for a moment or two longer, and Lasky made his way to his executive chair, while the Spartan sat down across the desk from him. The chair groaned softly in protest as it was suddenly subjected to the weight of four hundred and fifty kilograms of power armor and augmented human.

"Details. _Now_, Captain." 117 said as he leaned forward.

Roland gave them both a look, and Lasky nodded his head. Then the words just started to come out. The knowledge that he'd been given prior to Halsey coming on board, in order to give him "a full understanding of what he was dealing with." About the ONI operation where Halsey had been black-bagged. Her subsequent detainment. Her being brought onboard the Infinity after it had nearly been destroyed by an unknown Forerunner artifact. The communication that she'd had with what they'd later discovered was Jul 'Mdama himself, trying to extract information from him without revealing that she'd been onto his little game. Her capture by Promethean units, and Admiral Osman's subsequent order to "eliminate" the problem she potentially represented.

He wondered why he was telling all of this to the Spartan. It was highly classified, to put it mildly. His bodyguards were cleared for it, but aside from Kowalski and his squad, there were less than a dozen people on the ship that really knew what went down during that operation. Still, there was something that… compelled him. He wondered for a moment if it was the need to "confess" his involvement? His inability to stop Palmer from carrying out an order that he viewed as unjust? But no. Ultimately it was it a sense of debt that he felt towards the man across from him, the man that had saved his life on no less than three occasions. That man, who had not just saved him but humanity, should know what they'd tried to do to the woman who had kidnapped him and spirited him away from his family and transformed him into a living weapon.

The Master Chief remained silent all the while, still and unmoving as a stone. Lasky leaned back in his chair and sighed softly, placing two fingers against his forehead and rubbing his left temple.

"I know…" he said, swallowing softly and then sighing. "I know she did a lot of bad things… I know about what she did to you and the other Spartan-IIs… how you have to feel about that but, even then, I don't think we had the right to try and… murder her like that…"

"How I have to feel?" It took Lasky a moment to realize that the Chief had actually spoken, and he looked up at the other man. He'd leaned forward a couple more centimeters, and had cocked his head to the side once more.

"About her taking you from your families… the augmentations and experiments, how she… transformed you into killing machines… how you have to hate her for that."

The Master Chief lapsed into silence once again, leaning back in his chair a bit. Lasky's digital watch beeped as it let him know that the time was currently 15:00 hours, shipboard time. "Captain… I have made numerous requests since my return to meet with Doctor Halsey. They have all been denied." Another pause, and he noticed the Spartan's left hand twitch just slightly. "I have been told that she was indisposed, or that her schedule would not allow for any time for her to visit. I was about to appeal to Lord Hood directly."

Lasky's face scrunched up in confusion. What was going on here? Why would he go to that much trouble to try and see the Doctor? For that matter, why the hell had ONI lied to him? "Why?"

The helmet turned to face him, and Lasky swore he could feel those eyes, hidden though they were, _boring_ into his soul. He hadn't forgotten the eyes of 104 and 087 when they'd removed their helmets, back at the academy after rescuing him, Sullivan, and April all those years ago. The power behind that strange, almost alien gaze.

"Because Captain… I wanted to see how my _mother_ was doing."

Lasky realized after a moment that his jaw had fallen open and that his eyes had bulged outwards. He looked over to Roland, and the A.I. had a similar look of shock upon his holographic face.

"Mother?" Lasky shook his head. Whatever he'd been expecting… this certainly wasn't it.

"Lasky… I… Captain, that's what I see her as. What we _all_ saw her as." For a moment there was silence, and Lasky privately wondered if the man across from him wasn't suffering from the universe's largest case of Stockholm Syndrome.

The Spartan took a breath. "She was the one who raised us, educated us, helped mold us into what we were. She was our mother, Chief Mendez our father. Together, they made us into humanity's sword and shield." He gestured to his breastplate. "She created our armor… and gave me the greatest gift of all."

"What was that?" Roland asked.

"Cortana," he said, looking over at the A.I. "Cortana was created from a flash-clone of Doctor Halsey's brain." He shook his head. "We… we were actually trying to get back to Earth so that Halsey might be able to somehow fix her. If anyone could have cured Cortana of her rampancy, it would have been her." There was another pause, and he looked back up at the Captain. "You said that Commander Palmer was the one who carried out the Admiral's order?"

"Yes. It was deemed that… Doctor Halsey was too great a risk, the information that she might have handed over to Jul…"

"Did she actually _share_ any classified information with 'Mdama?"

"That's a negative, at least as far as we know," Roland said, clasping his hands behind his back. "Halsey was playing a risky game, a _damn_ risky one… but she didn't actually give anything away." He frowned. "Of course, she violated quite a few protocols when she _hijacked_ me, and—"

"Roland…" Lasky said.

"What? You think I liked having my free will stripped away from me? I mean, from your perspective it was only a few minutes, but do you have any idea how long that is for an A.I.? I literally spent _lifetimes_ trapped inside of my own programming!"

"Can you show me?" the Master Chief spoke up suddenly. "Commander Palmer's camera feed?"

Lasky paused for a moment. That information wasn't exactly the kind of stuff he was supposed to be handing out freely. But… the cat was already out of the proverbial bag, and if he didn't show it, well, S-II's were supposed to be master hackers in their own right, experts at decryption and getting into things that they weren't supposed to. It was entirely possible that if he refused that the Chief could get his hands on the feed anyway. The man across from him was an enigma, but Lasky prided himself on being good at reading people. The subtle twitches and inflections in the Spartan's voice. The Chief was like a caldera at the moment, and he suspected that the longer that he kept this from him, the worse the eventual "eruption" might be.

Lasky nodded his head and turned to Roland. "Show him."

"You realize you're breaking a laundry list ONI regulations by doing this. The Admiral could well have some reprisals in store for you if she gets wind of this," Roland said, and to Lasky's surprise, the usual snarky tone was gone from the A.I.'s voice. There was genuine concern there.

"I've already broken about that many, and more than enough to give Admiral Osman a legitimate excuse to relieve me of command if she decides to take action," Lasky said, leaning back in his chair and tapping his fingers together. "Besides, Roland… there's three of us here. And something tells me that the Chief and I aren't exactly about to go talking about this…" he arched an eyebrow. Roland simply sighed and shrugged his shoulders.

"Alright, but if they deactivate me for this, I swear, my last act will be to purge you from the pension database," he said, pointing a finger at the Captain before making a gesture with his right hand. The video feed from Palmer's mission started up, and the Chief watched in rapt silence.

Within his helmet, the Master Chief could hear his own breathing, echoing around inside the tight confines of the armor. His initial confusion over Palmer's unusual choice of armaments and lack of backup faded into the recesses of his mind as he watched Lasky try and fail to stop her, and then observed her deploy planet-side. Blessed by Spartan time, he watched as it the feed seemed to stretch on and on, with the haunting realization that every step was bringing this woman closer and closer to Doctor Halsey… and there was nothing that he could do to stop it. He'd often heard the phrase "like watching a grav-train wreck" from Marines and other UNSC personnel. A phrase used to describe something that was utterly horrific and terrifying, yet some unseen force compelled one to keep watching, despite knowing what the result would be. For the first time, he truly understood what that meant. He was aware of a cold sweat that had broken out on his skin as he watched the Commander rush into Jul's compound, using the distraction that Majestic Team had created.

She made her way through the facility, cutting down a couple of surprised rear-guard Elites. Then she rounded the corner. He saw a Spartan in blue, battle-damaged armored desperately firing on Sangheili warriors. He saw Jul… and he saw _her._ Halsey was fighting, struggling against Jul, holding what appeared to be an artifact of some kind, trying to keep it out of the grasp of the "Didact's Hand". Jul seemed to have another such artifact in his other hand, and roared in his native tongue, summoning Promethean Knights into the battle.

"Thorne! The Key!" she screamed, throwing the artifact towards the Spartan.

Palmer fired half of a magazine into an Elite that had already had its shields stripped, blowing the alien in half, before leaning slightly to the side, and firing a round from her other pistol. Time seemed to stop for the Master Chief entirely as he heard Halsey's agony-filled scream and watched the blood blossom out of her shoulder, her left arm hanging on by only a few bare tendons and scraps of meat.

"Freeze-frame!" he heard himself bark. He distantly heard Lasky's desk groan in protest where his left hand gripped it fiercely. The metal warped and dented as he dug his fingers into it, his chest rising and falling rapidly as he found himself looking at his mother's image. He could see the pain written across her face, her eyes open wide, pupils dilated. She'd gotten immensely lucky, he found himself distantly thinking. Palmer's SAP-HE round had been a dud, and had failed to explode after impact. That was the only reason she hadn't been killed instantly.

He looked into her eyes… he saw the pain… the realization… and something else… a sense of profound shock and betrayal. His hand actually shook as he reached up towards the screen and touched the face of the aging scientist. He killed his external speakers for a few seconds. "I'm…. I'm sorry…" he whispered, knowing that no one could hear the words but himself. There was an ache in his chest, his voice cracking just a bit. He took a moment, took a deep breath, swallowed the sense of failure that coursed through him, forced it down, deep inside of his gut, and let out one more breath. His voice was metallic and neutral when he turned his speakers back on. "Resume."

Roland did as instructed, and the remainder of the battle played out. Jul absconded in moments, rushing towards one of the Prometheans with Halsey and the other artifact in his arms. The Sangheili's shields flickering as Palmer fired off the remainder of her pistol magazines into the fleeing cult leader, while the one called Thorne hastily stowed the artifact and fell back before the fusillade of hard-light and energy fire that came from the Knights. A moment later Jul and Halsey were both gone, teleported away by a Knight Commander.

The Master Chief sat back down as the rest of the feed played out, watching the argument between the Commander and Majestic. He could hear the self-righteousness in Palmer's voice as she defended her actions, and the apparent confusion between Majestic and herself before they both realized that they'd been sent into action with _very_ different objectives in mind. He could feel his pulse elevating, a red mist forming at the edge of his vision as the feed ended. 117's right hand crumpled the armrest of his chair into a twisted wreck of metal and composites as he stood back up.

"Chief…" Lasky spoke up, reaching out towards him.

The Captain knew that it might not be the wisest course of action, a worst case scenario could result in him pulling back a stump, but watching the man's reaction, watching that stoic exterior break, however slightly… His hand came to rest a few millimeters above the Spartan's left shoulder, buffeted by the shields of the armor.

"I'm sorry…" he whispered.

The Spartan said nothing, but nodded his head and stared down at his own hands. The fingers curled inwards slightly. Lasky chewed on his lip for a moment. He understood how the cyborg must have felt. He remembered Chyler lying in his arms when they were at the academy… her eyes wide with agony as the massive needle rifle round lay in her abdomen, her life fluids gushing out as it sat there, glowing like a purple spear… knowing that she was dying and there wasn't a damned thing that he could do to save her… that same feeling he'd had when he'd learned of his brother's death. And the Spartan… he'd lost a hell of a lot more. All but four of his "active" brothers and sisters were dead, Cortana was gone, and the worlds that he'd fought and bled for glassed ruins incapable of supporting life. And now this… the knowledge that the woman that he'd considered one of the bedrocks in his life of being carted around to the very worst battlefields in the Covenant war, was gone. Even if she survived her wounds, Doctor Halsey was in Jul's hands now, and they didn't have the foggiest idea where he had gone. He'd seen men and women alike break under far less. Captain Tom Lasky stared up at that golden visor once again, and distantly wondered how the Spartan managed to keep going as he felt the Chief's gaze fall upon him.

There was a moment of silent connection between the two of them as Captain and Spartan stared at one another, and the Spartan nodded once again. "Thank you, Captain," he whispered softly. "For sharing this information with me. For being _honest_ with me."

"It's the least I can do, Chief," he chewed on his lip again. "If there's anything else that I can do for you, let me know."

117 nodded his head and looked down at his hands once again. It was then that Roland seemed to twitch and his gaze fell towards the door.

"Oh dear…" he said.

"Roland, what's wrong?" Lasky asked as he turned to face the A.I.

Then he heard it, piped in through the speakers on the holotank. "I don't care, Sergeant, I need to speak with the Captain, _now_." Palmer's voice. Lasky's eyes widened as he heard the door hissing open, and Commander Sarah Palmer stepped into the room. He started to turn around, his heart leaping into his throat. _Oh god…_ was all he could think.

"Captain, I need—"

That was as far as she got. In the time it took Lasky to turn from Roland towards Palmer, the Chief had crossed the twelve meters over towards the S-IV, grabbed her around the throat, and _slammed_ the armored woman into the wall of the room. A myriad of colorful words died on Lasky's tongue as he gazed at the scene before him. Palmer's feet dangled more than half a meter off the ground, her hands clinging to the Master Chief's right arm. Palmer was wearing her armor, but not her helmet. She had nothing to protect her against the fury of the S-II that held her in his grip. All he'd have to do was throw a single punch… no… all he'd have to do would be to _squeeze_ and he'd crush the Commander's windpipe and turn her bones into dust.

The door hissed open again and Sergeant Kowalski and his men stormed in. They stood back, looking over at Lasky, who didn't know what to tell them. Their MA6 rifles would never chew through 117's energy shield before he struck, if they could get through it at all.

The Master Chief saw red as he looked up at the woman he'd held in his grip. This was the woman that had nearly murdered his mother… no… no she might well have. A wound like that could easily have been fatal, from shock and blood loss. And even if she survived, Halsey would be at the mercy of Jul 'Mdama, avowed enemy of Humanity. Every instinct, every fiber of his being, screamed at him to _end_ the woman above him. It would be so simple. A flex of the hand, a punch to the head, or drawing his sidearm and shooting her. So easy… so tempting. Then… he thought of Halsey. Was this something that she would have wanted him to do? To throw away his life over her? No. She'd have told him that she wasn't worth it. That he was too important. His job as a protector of Humankind and all its colonies was too important. He could practically feel her hand on his free arm, wrapping around shield and armor, trying to gently talk him down, to remind him of his duty.

Not his duty to her, but to his brothers and sisters—the few that were left—to lead by example. His duty to every last man, woman, and child in the UNSC and UEG. He could imagine that subtle half-smirk; hear her voice in his head, chiding him about not being able to do that job very well if he was locked up in a military prison, now could he?

* * *

><p>Commander Palmer eyes bulged as she stared down at the Master Chief. She'd come in, having just found out that Lasky had arraigned for the remaining Spartan-II's to transfer to Infinity and "take over" the training of the S-IV's without so much as a "by your leave." He was the Infinity's Captain, but she was in charge of the ground troops. The least he could have done would have been to let her know, rather than sidelining her. The Spartan-II had moved so quickly she'd barely seen it. One moment, he'd been with Captain Lasky, an image on the briefing screen behind them. The next thing she knew, she was pinned against the wall, stars dancing in front of her eyes and a painfully tight grip around her neck. She struggled to breathe, and hung onto his arm desperately, not wanting to think about what would happen if she let go and her neck was suddenly the only thing supporting nearly four hundred kilograms of augmented muscle and power armor. For all her strength, she was as helpless as a babe before a wolf.<p>

She looked down at the Master Chief, the Spartan that she and all of her subordinates were taught to revere. He was the ideal, the pinnacle that they were taught to emulate. The man who had fought for longer than she'd even been alive, the man who'd slaughtered the Covenant by the hundreds of thousands on Sigma Octanus IV, Jericho VII, Arcadia, Azure-Twelve, Reach, the Halos, and a hundred other planets and battlefields. The man who'd stopped the Flood, not once, not twice, but three times, and who had stopped the Didact from assimilating all of Humanity into Prometheans. A chill ran down her spine at the realization that that man had, in a single move, made her completely helpless. There was no counter that she could use, not before he struck her down. Fear crawled through her belly and she gasped for air.

Then his visor depolarized. His Mark VII helmet still covered most of his face, but she could see his eyes. They seemed to _burn_ from within, filled with hate, disgust, rage. She'd seen his face before and a few pictures of him. This was the first time that she'd ever seen anything other than a cool, almost mechanical, detachment from him. Whatever supposed sin she'd committed against the Master Chief, it had evoked a raw, seething hatred of her. For a moment, she found herself at a loss and tried frantically to think of what she could have possibly done to provoke this sort of reaction from him.

Then he spoke.

"Leader of the Spartan Corps…" he said. His voice was steady, soft, and almost tranquil. But there was a subtle inflection to his words that hinted at the emotions boiling underneath. "To be a leader like that… to have that much potential, that much promise…. And yet I am so very _disappointed_ in you, Commander."

In a single move, he released her and stepped back, letting her crash to the ground. She lay there, gasping for breath, as he stormed out of the room. Kowalski and the others hastily backed out of his way, and then looked over towards their Captain. Lasky made a shooing gesture as he rushed over towards Palmer and helped her back up to her feet. The ODSTs exchanged glances and then obeyed. The door hissed shut once again as the Commander took a few deep breaths and looked over towards Lasky.

"Tom… what the hell did I do?" she asked hoarsely. Then she noticed the images on the briefing screen. "You were showing him my mission?"

Lasky finished helping her up, and Sarah massaged her throat for a moment, before she made her way over towards the side of the desk. The Captain licked his lips, and let out a sigh. "Sarah… I think we _badly_ misjudged how the original Spartans saw Halsey…"

* * *

><p>A few hours had passed since the Spartan had learned the truth of his mother's fate. He sat in a specially reinforced chair in a private briefing room. Kelly and Linda sat to his left, Fred to his right. The other three had arrived on station about two and a half hours after he had, and he had left instructions for them to meet him here. Officially, they were reviewing combat feeds from various Spartan-IV fireteams during their operations upon Requiem, in order to gain a better understanding of the areas where each team was coming up short.<p>

And from an outside perspective, that was all that they would have appeared to have been doing. Four different POVs played out before them on a massive screen on the far wall. It was a mission feed from Fireteam Kodiak, during their operations repelling the attack on the Infinity. For the most part, the four members of Blue Team were silent, speaking up every now and then to pause the feeds and point out a particular error or flaw to the other three, followed by a jotting down of a note on a PDA to go over tomorrow morning.

However, while the quartet of S-II's indeed were taking notes and critiquing the performance of the Model IV's, there was more going on than met the eye. Inside of each of their helmets, there was a storm of winking blue, green, yellow, and red lights. There were long pulses and rapid blinks as they took advantage of their neural augmentations to multitask, communicating in silent Morse-Code.

_I wondered why ONI kept giving us the run-around_. Fred silently remarked. _Guess we know now. _

_How do we proceed from here?_ Linda asked, before her external speakers crackled. "Freeze-frame," she gestured to the lower right screen. "Kodiak-Four, hostile Sangheili marksman exposed, chooses instead to open fire on Unggoy charge. Inefficient targeting priorities. Resume." _Do we take this to Hood? _

_We do. _117 replied. _Halsey's actions were a breach of UNSC wartime protocol, but not so severe as to warrant a summary execution. Osman went too far, and she's deprived the UNSC of a vital strategic asset in doing so. Majestic's actions demonstrate that recovery was possible, and vindicate Halsey's loyalties. _

_What about her loyalties now, though?_ Fred spoke up, before pausing the feed for a moment, jotting down where Kodiak, in their haste to reach their objective, had failed to secure a dropped Jackhammer rocket launcher. _Think about it. Halsey, if she's alive, has no way of knowing that Majestic Team wasn't also there to put a bullet in her. Palmer and Osman have left her nowhere to go but straight to 'Mdama, even if he _doesn't_ torture her to death. _

_I concur. _117 flashed. _And that makes the situation extremely complicated. We know the Storm have some Forerunner technology in their strongholds. We just don't know how much. The Admiral's potentially handed the enemy the best mind in the galaxy when it comes to figuring out how to turn that technology back on. 'Mdama also apparently got the other half of that artifact, whatever it is. Halsey mentioned it was the Key… but to what?_

_Nothing good if Jul figures out how to use it without the need for the other half._ Kelly said. Her flashes were almost too short and fast for the others to pick up what she was saying. No doubt, the woman was remembering her critical injuries on Reach, injuries that would have been fatal of not for her "mother's" emergency surgery. She was taking this a hell of a lot harder than the others were. _What do we do? _

_For the moment, we proceed with our orders. _The Master Chief responded, before his eyes fell on the scene on the wall. A massive corridor near one of the armories of Infinity, swarming with scores of Loyalists. "Hold frame. Magnify on emergency bulkhead controls. No friendlies in the immediate vicinity. Opportunity to seal section and have A.I. Roland vent the room to terminate Storm hostiles missed." _As soon as possible, I'll request an in-person meeting with Hood for clarification with regards to S-IV training milestones and the possibility of getting them access to some of the prototype particle beam and laser weaponry in the Castle Facility. Once that happens, I share my recording of the information with him, and we move from there._

_Understood. _The other three flashed.

_In the meanwhile, say nothing, trust no one, and assume that Osman's like every other ONI CINC and monitors every radio signal, email, or FTL comm. message and data package gets on or off this ship. _

_What about Lasky? _Kelly asked. She sent four yellow flashes in rapid succession at the end of the statement, indicating confusion.

_Lasky's an ally, but we keep his involvement in this minimal. He took a risk sharing this with us. There's no guarantee Palmer won't tell Osman about our incident. If she suspects that any of us are probing for more information, there could be consequences for him. _

_You really think she'd do that? _Kelly tapped a foot against the floor a couple of times as she "spoke."

_Colonel Ackerson tried to have me murdered in cold blood during the Mark V trial runs because we were outperforming his ODST divisions and depriving him of both budget funds and influence. This information is potentially career ending for Osman… or worse. Do not underestimate the lengths she'll go to to keep it under wraps. _

Kelly "said" nothing, merely flashed a green light to state an affirmative, before calling out another critique of Kodiak Team.

The Chief leaned forward slightly, his mind on both the combat feed, and trying to contemplate all the myriad of ways this situation could end. The next few days, until he could get that meeting with Hood… were going to be tense. His eyes narrowed behind his visor. One thing was for certain. There would be consequences for this.

* * *

><p>Whelp, hope that was okay, and not too… ranty, I guess? For lack of a better way of putting it. That said, thank you all for taking the time to read the story. Feedback is always appreciated, especially constructive criticism.<p>

Take care, everyone, and until next time, stay safe.


	2. Chapter 2: Evaluations

Hello again everyone. Been busy lately, but I did manage to get this chapter up and running. Probably marks the halfway point of the story, I think. Hopefully it'll be decent. I'll admit, this chapter was a little difficult. The Chief doesn't exactly talk that much "out loud", and thus trying to envision him giving a sort of orientation type talk and such was a bit challenging. Still, with any luck, I pulled it off.

Thank you again to anyone who took the time to review the last chapter, for good or ill. I appreciate you taking the time to read my story.

That being said, here's Chapter Two.

* * *

><p><strong>Consequences of Revelation<strong>

* * *

><p>Chapter Two: Evaluations.<p>

* * *

><p>The Master Chief stood at the entrance to the massive holographic training deck that lay in the bowels the UNSC <em>Infinity<em>, hands clasped behind his back, legs slightly spread as he waited for the first of the Spartan-IV's start to come in. Behind his visor, his eyes drifted around the environment, which was currently set up to resemble the "playground" where he'd first begun training back in 2517, along with a few bunkers and craggy hills around them, forming a sort of cul-de-sac. Privately, this sort of technology amazed him. The room worked by using a combination of computer algorithms, real-time data feed, environmental controls, and hard-light technologies to allow for on the fly alterations and the creation of a living battlefield that could change at a moment's notice.

He found it fascinating, and in a way, he envied the Model-IV's. To have this sort of technology at their disposal for their training… the possibilities it represented. They could simulate any battlefield, any condition, any enemy that Humanity knew of (and given how creative Smart A.I.s were, probably a few they hadn't), all without leaving their ship. Certainly efficient, he thought, looking back over his shoulder. There was a trio of holographic projections coming up behind him. On display were the face of two men and one woman, with their names underneath them: Sergeant Anthony Daniels. Corporal Bishop Jones. Sergeant Amy Fitzgerald.

The three had fallen in the opening stages of the incursion on the Infinity. A fourth Spartan, Corporal Michal Gregory, had also been killed, but the Chief had kept him absent for a reason. There was to be a lesson behind the deaths of these three, one that displaying Gregory's face and name would not help towards.

He sighed and resisted the urge to shake his head as the clock on his internal HUD changed to read oh-five-twenty hours. In a way, the Spartan-IV's were almost alien to him and the rest of his family. They weren't like himself, or Kelly or Linda or Fred. Nor were they like Gamma and Delta company, the remains of Kurt's Spartan-III project. They weren't raised up from small children, weren't "indoctrinated" like he and the III's were, and _none_ of them had the decades of active combat experience that he and his remaining active brother and sisters had. They were taken from high scoring and high performing Marine, Army, ODST, and Naval personnel. Some were veterans, while others had been recruited straight out of basic training. They were ordinary individuals given extraordinary abilities and weaponry. Nothing more, nothing less. A part of him wondered if that was one reason why they didn't seem as heavily augmented as the S-II's and S-III's; because the Model-IV's weren't "programmed" with absolute loyalty to the UNSC. If that was the case, it made one other anomaly that he and his team had noticed all the more stark. Still, there would be time for that later. For now, he and the other members of Blue Team had training to do, starting with breaking a very nasty habit that some of the S-IV's, their commander included, seemed to have picked up.

He had to admit, a part of him was looking forward to this. It gave him a break from being constantly poked and prodded by the UNSC's physiologists and biologists, all of whom were eager to understand the fundamental changes that the Librarian had made to him on Requiem. The tests were never painful, but they did get tedious, and so far had only yielded what he could have already told them: that he had noticed an increase in his strength, speed, and stamina, and a decrease in his need for sleep and the rate at which his overall fatigue would build up; that and a curious increase in some of his subconscious brainwave activities, the effect of which were still as-of-yet unknown.

His internal clock ticked to oh-five-twenty-three, the doors at the far end of the training deck hissed open. John looked over to them, his mark-seven binoculars zooming in on them automatically. He took note of the matte-black armor, so-called "warrior" model helmets, and the overall plain and uncustomized look of the armor and nodded his head. Fireteam Crimson was on station. That was hardly surprising, but John was inwardly glad that they'd been the first to arrive. It gave him a chance to observe them up close, through something other than a helmet feed. He watched how they moved, the fluidity of their actions, how they were almost robotically in step with one another, and (outwardly at least) as silent as death itself.

The four of them moved as though they were psychically linked to one another, though he supposed they could have been communicating in Morse-Code via their HUD lights like he and the rest of Blue Team had been yesterday. They came to a stop some ten paces away and saluted him. There was a deliberation to their movements, a kind of restrained energy, 117 thought to himself. He returned the gesture a moment later.

"At ease, Crimson," he said.

As one, they assumed a parade-rest stance. He noticed the head of Crimson-Lead, a Petty-Officer by the name of Teresa Richards, move a fraction of a centimeter to the right, towards the holograms that were floating in the air. The Master Chief thought he caught a subtle nod of the head from the woman as well, but he wasn't sure. Still, if they understood the significance of the pictures, so much the better. There were one-hundred and eighty-three surviving S-IV's on the Infinity, and from the briefing that Lasky had given him, another three-hundred that would be bolstering those ranks in about four weeks. Blue Team was going to have their hands full with so many, and they were going to need additional helpers from among the S-IV's themselves if they hoped to make meaningful progress.

Over the next seven minutes, the remaining S-IV teams trickled in. They'd all been given yesterday off as a chance to rest up for an early start today, and judging by how alert some were, some had clearly spent more time resting than others. Still, at least they were all sober. Some of them were cracking jokes and whispering to one another, laughing and fraternizing in a way that was far more in common with off duty marines he'd encountered than what he'd come to consider "Spartans." He had to remind himself that the differences between himself and the S-IV's weren't just in the physical augmentations and combat training; there was a difference in mentality and psychology as well. Perhaps a part of it was, as he'd heard a few people whisper behind his back, when they thought his suit's audio sensors couldn't hear them, that he was just a brainwashed child-soldier. Perhaps it was decades of war on the harshest battlefields where the average survival time of an ordinary soldier was often less than fifteen minutes. Perhaps it was any one of a hundred other things. But the fact remained, that most of these people were _not_ like him and Blue Team. Those differences, for good or ill, would have to be taken into account with their training.

117 noticed Commander Palmer standing towards the rear of the formation, with Spartans Miller, Dalton, and some of the other "Handlers" as they'd come to be called. Augmented non-combat personnel who kept everything running smoothly behind the scenes. He distantly wondered why they used Spartans for that, as it seemed as though an A.I. would be the ideal choice. He logged that thought in the back of his mind as his attention focused on Palmer. She was wearing her helmet today, and he couldn't help but notice that she seemed to flinch slightly when he looked in her direction. Still, the helmet seemed to indicate that she was perhaps capable of learning. That was good. The Commander had potential, a _lot_ of potential, she just needed some polishing. At lot of polishing if things did not go well. He looked at the clock on his HUD, and licked his lips. It was time to begin.

"Attention!" he barked. There was the sound of hundreds of armored boots slamming against the deck, hands flying up to salute. He waited a moment. "At ease, Spartans." He'd rehearsed this speech a hundred times in his head since he'd woken up this morning, but he still found himself oddly nervous. As Cortana would have said it, he didn't really "do" speeches. For a moment, he wished Sergeant Johnson was still here. The man always did know just what to say, it seemed.

"Most of you think you know why you're here," he said, looking from one end of the large formation in front of him and slowly letting his gaze drift across it. "You believe you are here because Captain Lasky doesn't feel that you are performing within the parameters that are expected for the pinnacle of the UNSC's Special Forces." He paused. "You are right. Captain Lasky is right. War is more than just tactics and strategy. It is logistics, and economics, and politics, and the fact is that the UNSC has invested the resources of fifty Orbital Drop Shock-Troopers… over one_ thousand_ standard Marine, Army, or other UNSC front line combat personnel in each and every one of you. And those resources are wasted when one of you dies needlessly."

He paused, and allowed that to sink in. A few of the S-IV's shifted, while the fifty-one that were not wearing their helmets ran the gauntlet of emotions from stoic to confused. He mentally sighed. An understanding of large-scale logistical implications might be in order for some of them, it seemed, and he made a mental note to perhaps incorporate a historical lesson on what happened when a military power became overly reliant on complex, high-cost "wonder-weapons" that didn't pan out.

"What this means is that in order for the UNSC to justify spending so many resources on you, that you, as Spartans, must be worth that level of resource commitment. You must accomplish goals that no one else can, execute missions where all others would fail." He paused again. "Captain Lasky, Admiral Hood, and myself are all in agreement. Your training must be enhanced. Requiem should have been a wakeup call for many of you. Your enemy is intelligent and cunning. Just because he is a religious fanatic does not make him any less dangerous."

"The first thing that needs to be done is to increase your survivability in combat. And that begins by correcting an oversight that a number of you suffer from. More specifically, I and the other members of Blue Team find it alarming that some of you seem to have an aversion towards wearing your helmets when on-duty." His eyes settled on the Spartans who were guilty of that "crime", specifically upon Fireteam Majestic, whose entire five person crew was currently lacking any form of head protection. "I do not know how this… unusual habit started, or why your superiors have not corrected it before now. Your helmet is part of your uniform, and you _will_ start wearing it at all times." He said, letting his gaze sweep out over the rest of the S-IV's.

"We wear the damn things when we're on our ops," he heard someone whisper. His head jerked over towards the source of the voice, settling on Corporal Hoya, one of Majestic's crew. The man had a reputation for being hot-headed, almost reckless in battle. Time for lesson number one, the Master Chief decided.

"Corporal Hoya," he growled, and then took a half step back and to the side, before gesturing to the three images behind him, "what can you tell me about these three individuals."

Hoya's face darkened, and the man's expression reminded him of a student who had been caught passing notes in class. "They were killed by Prometheans during the battle on the Infinity, Sir," he said.

"Correct, Corporal," the S-II gave a slight nod of his head. "But there were four Spartan casualties during that battle. Only three are here." The Master Chief's gaze shifted over to Crimson-Lead and he gestured to her.

"Petty Officer Richards, what did these three have in common that Corporal Gregory did not?" he asked.

There was a pause and then the woman spoke. "Spartans Daniels, Jones, and Fitzgerald were killed by hard-light pulse shots to the head… because they were not wearing their helmets."

"Exactly," the Master Chief nodded. "Your helmet is a masterpiece of UNSC military technology. Motion tracker, VISR tech, vision modes and HUD for offensive capabilities, while defensively, it is heavily armored, projects the cranial energy shields, and protects you from radiation, vacuum, chemical, and biological attacks. None of which will help you if you do not have it on. Which the Prometheans took advantage of. As would any competent enemy." He gestured to the three fallen soldiers behind him. "This becomes even more important when you are dealing with an enemy that has demonstrated an ability to bypass the Infinity's exterior defenses and teleport directly inside. When dealing with Prometheans or other Forerunner constructs, you could come under attack at any time, at any location, with no warning whatsoever."

"I assume this habit was formed during your initial training, which will be pointed out to the relevant commanders, so that future Spartan trainees will not develop such a habit." He paused for a moment. "It had been suggested among my team that everyone here not wearing their full kit receive a stun-round to the head to try to drive the point home." He snapped his fingers, and from the rocks emerged 087, while 104 seemed to melt out of some brush towards the rear of the training deck, making their way towards where the Master Chief was standing. About three seconds later a single stun round splattered against the deck, about twelve centimeters in front of where the Chief was standing. Everyone's gaze shot up to a sight that the Spartan-II couldn't help but find amusing.

There seemed to be a pair of arms clutching at an assault rifle emerging from within the holographic sky above them. A moment later, the front of a Mark-VII helmet emerged as well. Linda was wrapped up in the girders that held up the projection units, a position that required her to hang on with her legs and dangle upside down while she aimed her MA6 rifle. Most would have never believed that a soldier could fire a rifle, let alone fire accurately, from such an awkward position. Those individuals would have been woefully ignorant of 058's uncanny marksmanship abilities. With luck, some would also take to heart the subtle lesson in thinking outside the box that Linda had just demonstrated.

"However," he said, clasping his hands behind his back as Linda dropped a repelling line and started to move down next to him, "you are not children. You are not raw recruits. I should not have to use the threat of physical pain and humiliation to make you understand the importance of wearing all of your armor. From now on if you are on duty and we catch you out of uniform, it will be an infraction. At first, we will restrict your R&R privileges and give you extra duties. If that fails to take, we will begin removing ranking stripes."

He waited a moment for them to let that point settle in. Then he continued, silently grateful that this part was nearly over with. It occurred to him that outside the confines of his family, or a debriefing in front of ONI, this was probably the most he'd ever spoken at any one time in his life. "Those of you who are out of uniform, return to the Spartan armory and grab the rest of it. Those of you who came properly prepared, you will be organized into groups of five teams, and then you will begin running war games operations. Am I understood?"

A chorus of "Yes Sirs!" rang out. Once the echo had died down, Crimson-Lead stepped forward.

"Sir, respectfully, may I ask what we'll be doing?" She asked.

"It will vary from group to group. Some will be tasked with eliminating a specific target. Others defending a critical location or VIP. Others will be tasked to take a marked objective."

"And what will our opposition be, Sir?"

The Master Chief looked over at her. "Us."

He couldn't be certain which Spartan said it, it was too soft, but 117 distinctly heard someone whisper "Oh shit."

* * *

><p>The Master Chief marched up a corridor within the bowels of the Infinity. The rest of Blue Team was analyzing and critiquing the "evaluation runs" that the S-IV's had been put through. 117 found himself mentally reviewing the events of the morning and afternoon. The S-IV's had been drilled, again, and again, and again, each of the five-team groups rotating in and out, giving them time to catch their breath and tend to any minor wounds that they might have acquired on the training deck. None of the injuries had been major, but a few muscles had been torn and a few bruises acquired. Nothing a few minutes in the medical bay couldn't fix.<p>

All of the teams had failed to meet their objectives, whether it was raiding a target or holding a specific area or repelling a foe that was on the assault, they'd fallen short of success. Some had done better than others, though. They'd lasted longer, been more difficult to hunt down and dislodge, or managed to get further with their "VIP" before being wiped out. Crimson Team's group had managed a partial success, securing their primary objective, and much to the Master Chief's surprise, actually managing to "kill" 104 before they'd been taken out. Sure, it had taken an excessive amount of fire from a combination of Spartan Lasers, rocket launchers, and Stanchion rifles, but they'd pulled it off. Congratulations had been in order for that, and all of Blue Team had been impressed. Once the second wave of Spartan-IV's hit the Infinity in a few weeks, Crimson was definitely going to be assisting with their training.

While Crimson's performance was a bright spot in the Chief's day, overall his fears had been confirmed. The S-IV's were good, certainly better than any Marine team and most ODST squads. However, that was to be expected. Between their augmentations and their power armor, if they weren't better than the rank and file, then something was seriously wrong. But they had to be much more than just better. They had to be leaps and bounds above them, a force multiplier whose mere presence on the battlefield would cause the enemy to quiver in fear. He found himself wondering who was in charge of their training, and why it seemed so… lacking. Was it a lack of good trainers? That was a distinct possibility, given the hundreds of billions that had been killed in during the Covenant's three-decade long rampage through Human controlled space. Or was it a matter of them being rushed into service in a desperate attempt to shore up Humanity's Special Forces infantry? A case of the overseers turning them out only partially finished with the belief that they could learn more on the job and in the field?

Regardless of the origin, it was a shortcoming that absolutely had to be corrected. There was simply no other alternative. Poor training would lead to more needless deaths on the battlefield. Worse still was that it could shatter the "myth" of Spartan invincibility. A Spartan was tough, fast, and difficult to kill, but they weren't invincible, not literally. However, the skill with which he and his brothers and sisters had operated, the casualties they had inflicted over the decades of the Human-Covenant war. Their ability to sneak into seemingly any Covenant fortification, no matter how well defended, and accomplish their objective nigh-flawlessly, and the terror that that inflicted upon the few survivors they left had created a mythology and legend around them. Elites were wary of their presence, Brutes lost their usual recklessness and bravado, and the Unggoy cannon fodder-troops would go into a near-panic at the mere thought that a "Demon" might be in the area, let alone a group of them.

That kind of psychological edge, being able to put the fear of whatever god your enemy believed into them at the mere sight or rumor of you, was a valuable force-multiplier. Fear would make them sloppy, prone to panic and irrational thought and action. It made the enemy less effective, easier to kill, corral, and outwit. If the S-IV's continued to suffer casualties to the degree they had on Requiem, that critical edge would be lost. The enemy would eventually overcome their panic and their fear, and come to accept the presence of a Spartan not as some sort of unstoppable hellish juggernaut, come to claim their souls, but just another Human foe, albeit one with a higher than average degree of training and a fancy suit of armor. That would in turn snowball, making them rally faster, fight harder, and result in more casualties. That sort of feedback loop would make things significantly more difficult for him and all the other Spartans, and could strain the already overstretched spec ops divisions to their breaking point.

But the training was going to have to be more than merely bringing the operators themselves up to snuff. Their leaders were going to need some… adjusting as well.

Hence his trip, he thought, as he came to a stop outside the private quarters of Commander Sarah Palmer. The Master Chief felt the anger spike inside of him, and his fists unconsciously tightened. He grit his teeth, and willed it away, shoving it into whatever dark recesses of his mind could hold it. He had to be professional, to lead by example here, and as much as he wanted nothing to do with the woman that had tried to murder his mother he was going to have to deal with her, whether he wanted to or not. If Palmer's bad habits couldn't be excised then people were going to get killed.

There was also the matter of his other plan. Palmer represented a potential loose end. He didn't know how often she directly reported to Admiral Osman, but he couldn't risk her reporting that he'd found out about the Admiral's little… operation, and that she and her underlings had been giving him and the rest of Blue Team the runaround. If she did, it was possible that things could get complicated, quickly. He had to try and win her over, or at the very least, direct her anger and humiliation at a different target. This was like a chess match, he thought, as he stood at the door to Palmer's quarters. Himself against his former sister-in-arms. He had to try and keep Admiral Osman in the dark about his true motives for as long as possible, at least until he was ready to close the trap and make the proverbial killing blow.

He resisted the urge to shake his head as he realized that he had to simultaneously remove some of the chinks in Palmer's psychological armor and exploit those same shortcomings to "turn" one of Osman's key instruments to his side. This wasn't exactly his forte, after all. Most of his understanding of psychology was on how to maximize someone's fear. First time for everything, it seemed.

He pressed the call button at the door, and a quiet beep echoed through the hallway. He heard movement, and knew that Palmer was looking at the camera that would show her what was on the other side of the door. A few seconds passed, and the door opened up. 117 strode inside, looking around as he did so, trying to get a feel for this environment, analyzing it as he would a battlefield.

Palmer's quarters were relatively bare, and meticulously clean. He could see a few holophotos on her desk, what appeared to be a younger version of her in an ODST uniform. He didn't see one of any family or friends, which he found rather curious. Palmer's family history was mixed, with her parents being borderline insurrectionists prior to the Covenant making their appearance, while other relatives had served as soldiers within the UNSC itself. Had that led to some sort of strain? He made a note to look deeper into that as his eyes fell on Palmer and the door hissed shut behind him. She was behind a small desk, looking over some of his reports on her Spartan-IV teams. She was dressed in her off duty attire, and he was once again reminded of the stark difference between himself and the woman in front of him.

Her eyes looked up at him, and she didn't bother to hide the glare.

"What do you want?" she said.

"To speak, privately," the S-II said, clasping his hands behind his back. "The S-IV's have some severe problems, but they're not insurmountable. I feel that there are additional issues that needed to be addressed though."

"Issues with me." It was a statement, not a question, and 117 nodded his head.

"Correct, Commander," he said. "I've reviewed your history, watched security recordings of your briefings and communications with the other teams… and your operation."

"Of course you have," there was a hostile undertone to her voice, but he could hardly blame her. He wasn't exactly here by choice himself, and one reason that he had his hands clenched behind his back was that it made it easier to keep them from twitching.

There was a part of him that still screamed to finish the job that he'd "begun" yesterday, all long-term consequences be damned. He disliked the Commander on a personal level, no… he _hated_ her. He felt the hate welling up in him again, the disgust at the realization that he was sharing the same room as the woman who'd tried to outright _murder_ one of the only "normal" humans that had ever shown him anything that resembled care, and who had seen him as something other than a terminally guided living weapon to be thrown at whatever ONI deemed "the enemy."

"I'll be blunt, Commander," he said, no sense dancing around the subject, and the faster that he got this over with, the swifter the attack on this proverbial front, the sooner he could attempt repair and redirection. "You have some severe issues that are hampering operational efficiency of both yourself and the Model-IV's."

He noticed a subtle tightening of Palmer's right hand around the datapad that she was holding, and her eyes narrowed a fraction of an inch. "Really? And what might those be, Master Chief?" she stressed his rank, as though attempting to remind him of who outranked whom here.

"You're short-tempered, impulsive, and in more than one case, you've been guilty of outright dereliction of your duty, and have shown a critical lack of professionalism," he said, watching her closely, gauging her reaction. As anticipated she tightened her grip on the datapad, and its casing groaned a bit in protest as she set it down and rose up. Out of armor, she came up to about the bottom of the Master Chief's neck, and he could see her chest rising and falling as her hands tightened into fists. There was a bit of something else in her eyes as well, a bit of what might have been fear. She knew that she was in a similar situation to yesterday, and this time she didn't even have the benefit of her power armor.

"And I suppose assaulting a superior officer falls within your definition of professionalism?" she was baiting him, trying to call him on his hypocrisy. No doubt she expected an emotional reaction out of him, for him to defend himself or balk or something of that nature.

"No. It doesn't," he said with a shake of his head. It was tempting, oh so tempting, to point out that he had just watched her nearly murder his "mother." _Focus_, he reminded himself. The long game, the long game, he thought. Like any chess match, like any battle, there would be sacrifices, and in the long run, his ego was a small sacrifice indeed. "I acted inappropriately, and for that, I do apologize."

Palmer's eyes widened a fraction and she took a half step back. Clearly, she hadn't anticipated this. "I will be honest with you, Commander… I do not like you. You attempted to assassinate someone very, _very_ close to me with very little justification for your actions." He lowered his gaze a bit, staring directly into her eyes. "But on a professional level,I _have_ to work with you for the greater good of Humanity. And that means training you as well."

"Oh, so you're going to chew me out because you 'care'?" she growled, crossing her arms over her chest.

"Commander, if I didn't care, I'd have berated you publically, in front of your troops." He cocked his head to the side just slightly. "But that would have been bad for morale, and it would have undermined your authority." He paused for a moment, letting that sink in. "And as much as I dislike you, Commander, I want this project to succeed. Humanity will need its elite troops in the coming years. Those who can do what no others can. The S-IV project, and its eventual successors, must succeed. And I will do everything I can to make sure that happens." He took his right hand from behind his back and pointed it at her. "I cannot be around forever. Sooner or later, Blue Team will be reassigned, and when that time comes, you and your people must be ready to live up to your full potential."

He took a breath. "And in order for the S-IV's to live up to their full potential, they must be properly led." Repetition, repetition, repetition, he reminded himself. Drive the point home. "They must have a commanding officer that is competent, level headed, capable of delegation and absolutely able to maintain a view on the larger picture." He clasped his hands behind his back once again, and looked directly at her. "You _must _become that person. And I believe you can."

"First, the matter of you deserting your post when Fireteam Crimson was looking for Sergeant Thorne," he said.

"I had a prisoner to interrogate…" Palmer's eyes narrowed once again.

"The Captain and A.I. Roland were more than capable of carrying out an interrogation of Doctor Halsey, and any Marine team would have been capable of detaining and escorting her." He paused for a moment and let out a short breath. "And even if that _was_ excusable, what was absolutely not, Commander, was you turning off your personal comm. device and making it impossible to reach you when Crimson's mission went south. I have reviewed the audio logs and comm. chatter for that day, Lieutenant Miller made numerous attempts to contact you on both your personal PDA and your comm. You did not respond. You were negligent in your duty and Crimson Team only survived because of Miller's ability to think on his feet and at times circumvent the chain of command."

He paused and let his arms drop to his side. "That _cannot_ happen again, Commander Palmer. If I find that you've pulled another stunt like that, I will file a formal complaint. And I _will_ make sure that complaint makes its way to Lord Hood's desk." He watched her carefully; he could see the fire building in her eyes once again. He'd wounded her pride, pointed out that rather egregious breach of duty, and he could see the flush to her cheeks. "Commander, you are no longer a platoon leader, directing a small group of ODSTs. You are in charge of soon to be nearly five hundred of the UNSC's most elite Special Forces. You _must_ be reachable at all times. It is nothing personal, Commander, but I will not see the lives of your Spartan-IV's wasted because their CO has turned off her communication devices and could not be reached when she was needed to make critical command decisions."

"Nothing personal… you expect me to believe that?" The bite to her voice had returned, and he could see her fist clench. He stared down at it for a fraction of a second before tilting his head slightly.

"You are free to believe whatever it is you wish to believe, Commander." 117 shrugged and shook his head slightly. She took another step back, her cheeks slightly flushed once more, and the fire in her eyes seemed to dim a bit. "Secondly, you are… extremely unprofessional to the non-combatants onboard the Infinity, as well as the Marines and ODSTs." There was a look on her face, slightly scrunched, eyes narrowed, confusion. "It is improper and _highly_ disrespectful to refer to the science and engineering teams as 'Eggheads', Commander Palmer. Need I remind you, Commander, that those scientists and engineers are both responsible for maintaining the armor that keeps you alive in the field _and_ reverse engineering the Forerunner technology that we've recovered? We _exist_ because of them. Our augmentations were created by them, and every bit of technology on this ship, from the MACs to the FTL drives, came from their hard work."

There was a look in the Commander's eyes, pain, it seemed like. Had he struck a nerve? Brought up some bad memories? He wasn't certain. "You are the leader of the Spartan Corps. Your opinions carry a great deal of weight with your subordinates. They listen to you and are influenced by you. You cannot simply spout off like that, or you will create a schism between the various divisions on this ship, and the UNSC does _not_ need an inter-service rivalry. The same goes for the unaugmented troopers."

"Is it wrong to gripe when my Spartans can get a job done in twenty minutes that they couldn't crack in two days?" Palmer said. The woman sounded exasperated. "There isn't a Marine or ODST on board that could hold a candle to my troopers!"

The Chief's eyes narrowed behind his visor. "Sergeant Major Avery Junior Johnson. Captain Jacob Keyes. Commander Miranda Keyes. Sergeant Marvin Mobuto." He clasped his hands behind his back. "Ordinary individuals, performing extraordinary feats." He leaned in a bit closer. "And that's not even counting historical soldiers such as Audie Murphy or Simo Haya. Need I remind you, Commander, that the former was a human of below average physical stature turned down four times by his country's military, while the latter was a Finnish farmer. And the sad part is, Commander, that with a few notable exceptions, I would take _any_ of those individuals over your S-IV's right now." The Commander flinched backwards, as though she'd been struck.

"Then there is the matter of your 'operation' itself." He held up a single finger. "You +needlessly risked yourself by deciding to run a solo op directly into the most heavily fortified Storm occupied area of Requiem without the benefit of operational intelligence, mission support, heavy weapons, or even armor supplement modules." He shook his head. "If Majestic hadn't been on station as well, I have little doubt, Commander, that you would have been killed. Even _I_ wouldn't have gone into that sort of situation alone unless there was no other alternative, and I certainly wouldn't have gone in so under-gunned." He let his words sink in for a moment. "As the CO of Spartan Operations _and_ the Infinity's ground forces, you cannot risk yourself like that. You have to learn to delegate and when the situation requires that you step onto the battlefield personally, you must take the time to think about what the situation calls for and what tools you will need to bring along for the job."

"I made a bad call… would think you'd be happy I screwed up," Palmer said, her temple pulsing just a bit.

She was baiting him again, and he opted to ignore it again. "Yesterday I said that I was disappointed in you, Commander Palmer. I spoke in anger then. But right now I really am disappointed because I expected _more_ from someone like yourself," he'd jabbed at her weak points, and hopefully dealt a blow that would bring her pride and ego to a more manageable level. He was by no means through with her, but he couldn't be _too_ harsh for too long. The sledgehammer blows would have to be followed by more gentle and subtle approaches. He couldn't absolutely crush her and break her. That would serve no purpose, and only deprive the UNSC and Humanity of a soldier with a great deal of potential. "I wasn't lying when I said that you had a lot of promise. You were an outstanding ODST operator, with a CSV many would envy. But you have to realize that you are not perfect. You have to acknowledge your mistakes, swallow your pride, and analyze how you made those mistakes. Then you learn from them, and do not repeat them."

"Easy for you to say," he couldn't miss the bitter poison in her words. Behind his visor, he arched an eyebrow. "What would the great 'Sierra-117', the 'Master Chief', know about making mistakes?"

His face quickly returned to a neutral expression, and was tempted to chuckle. Was that what they taught about him? That he was some flawless god of war, or the like? Still, this was an opportunity that he could use.

"More than you would think, Commander Palmer," he said, clasping his hands behind his back yet again. "When I first started my… training, one of the first things that Chief Mendez had myself and the others do was be divided into teams and set loose on an extremely complicated obstacle course." He watched her carefully. She knew the truth of his "origins", but even then, this was extremely private information. Still, perhaps she would recognize that what he was entrusting her with, and further win her over. "The teams had to reach the top of the obstacle course and ring a bell to win. Up until that point in my life I had… no use… for teammates. I did what I needed on my own, and no one helped me. I left my teammates behind to make their own way. As a direct result of my actions, my… dereliction of duty… my team came in last place. Chief Mendez and both of my teammates scolded me rather severely. And that was hardly the only mistake I made."

"What's your point?" she lowered her gaze and stared at a section of the wall.

"My point, Commander, is that I faced a choice then, the same choice that you do now. I could either swallow my pride, accept that I was wrong, that I 'had made a bad call', and learn from it, or I could choke on it, and continue along the same self-destructive path."

"You speak like it's so easy." The Commander threw her hands up, and then let out a soft sigh as she ran them through her hair. "I'm dealing with a Covenant leader that doesn't think like the other ones. I have pressure on me to get results, Master Chief; pressure from the UNSC, from ONI, from the UEG. They all want dazzling, brilliant victories to feed to the civilians and assure them that nothing like the war is ever going to happen again. Victories like the ones you pulled off." Palmer said. This time her voice was quieter, her gaze a bit more withdrawn. "They just don't seem to understand. Jul doesn't fight like any of the other Covenant I, and I'm guessing you as well, ever ran into. He's smarter, more cunning, and doesn't just rush headlong into battle. And the Prometheans…" she sighed again and shook her head. "They're a whole other wild card. They can bypass our defenses, and their presences tosses a lot of tactical doctrine right out the window. Until the Eg… until the science and engineering teams figure out how to block their teleportation capabilities, they can dictate the terms of every battle." The S-II nodded his head.

"I know. And you're right. My team and I never faced anyone like Jul 'Mdama during our war with the Covenant, and the Prometheans will be a major obstacle," he said. That much was true. Jul was very unusual for a Covenant Loyalist. Willing to think outside the box, to use deception and subterfuge where others would have viewed such tactics as weak and 'dishonorable'. That Sangheili was _smart_, and the Chief wondered how many of 'Mdama's victories had been because he'd been taking advantage of the preconceived notion that all Sangheili were honor obsessed fools that would never resort to such things as attempting to subvert the most brilliant scientist in the UNSC, or allowing the enemy to capture a Forerunner artifact and then remotely using that artifact to effectively disable the enemy's super-weapon. "But they're not unbeatable. Even you've proven that, Commander."

He turned to leave, and then looked back over his shoulder at Palmer. "Oh, and one other thing, Commander." Now to lay the bait… "Your hatred for Doctor Halsey stems from your understanding of what she did to me. Did to my brothers and sisters, correct?"

"Yes." Palmer gave him a curt nod.

"Where did your information come from?" he asked.

"Admiral Osman wanted me and Captain Lasky fully briefed before she was brought onboard." The Master Chief's lips tightened behind his helmet as he digested that bit of information. He kept his tone neutral, though, his body language enigmatic. "She said that she 'wanted us to know what we were dealing with'."

"Ask yourself this, Commander: where did her resources come from. Where did her oversight come from? Who put her up to the task?" he said, and then turned back towards the door. "Just something you and Roland might want to look into when you have the time."

* * *

><p>The Master Chief looked over towards 058 as he entered their own private quarters. As it had been yesterday, a storm of winking lights filled up his HUD.<p>

_Finish your chat with the Commander?_ Linda asked.

117 responded with a single green light.

_Think you won her over?_

He responded with a yellow one that time, and then decided to clarify as he made his way over to his seat at a briefing table and picked up a PDA. He could see on their checklist that they'd already looked through about half of the operations from the morning, and he smiled behind his visor. Efficient as always. _I would not count on her as an ally just yet. But I think I have planted the seeds to make her a better commanding officer and gotten her to question the source of her information regarding Doctor Halsey. _They started reviewing the combat footage from Majestic, Kodiak, Obsidian, Epsilon, and Wolf Teams, when they'd been tasked to assault a fortified enemy position not unlike the ones that the Storm typically fortified themselves in. He and the rest of the Blue Team simulated the enemy, in this case, a group of Covenant Special Forces that had fortified the area and were using Promethean weaponry to defend it. It was a practice that the Chief and the others had noted some of the more high-ranking Sangheili operatives had adopted, using the much more powerful and versatile hard-light weaponry against S-IV forces.

_I see. Think she'll bite? _Kelly asked as she paused the combat feed for a moment. "Corporal Hoya exposes himself for too long when making an observational scan of the area, forgets to make use of UAV datalink." As the datafeed resumed, Corporal Hoya was given a rather painful reminder of this shortcoming when Linda put a shot from a Promethean binary rifle "through" him. The training sensors that had been placed on his armor registered the shot, calculated the energy behind the impact against the energy shields and the approximated durability of his armor, and confirmed a kill. The Mjolnir armor locked up and Hoya collapsed in a heap.

_That remains to be seen_. 117 said as he zoomed the camera feeds out and highlighted Obsidian Team's position. "Note, Obsidian is moving too closely together. Hidden behind cover for the moment, but the tight grouping makes them needlessly vulnerable to enemy heavy weapons fire, especially non-direct weaponry." _I've laid the trail. It's up to her to follow it. We can't push her too hard; she'll lash back and double-down. She has to realize the truth of something like this on her own. _

_That she was a political appointee likely put in charge because 019 wanted someone she could use as a lackey?_ 087 remarked. Even over the Morse-Code, the Chief could sense the anger behind her "words."

_Easy, 087._ Linda blinked while pointing out that Majestic's sniper seemed to lose situational awareness when 104 sent out a holographic copy of himself. Corporal Masden's mistake resulted in him suffering a similar fate to Hoya when he took the bait and exposed his position by prematurely firing his sniper rifle before his armor's onboard sensors could confirm whether the target was real or not. Over the encrypted communication channels, they could hear Sergeant DeMarco swearing up a storm, which double in its intensity when the Master Chief himself successfully flanked Obsidian team's location and unleashed an incinerator cannon upon them.

_Easy?_ _One of our own tried to have our mother murdered in cold blood, fully well knowing that she hadn't done anything to warrant that level of response! Our own damned __sister__ betrayed us and you want me to take it easy?_ Kelly's flashes were to the point where they practically blurred together into one long, unceasing stream.

_It isn't easy to accept. _117 spoke up. _I do not know why Osman… betrayed us… like she did, but we cannot allow that to cloud our minds. We have to go about this carefully, or we'll risk retaliation before we're ready._ He paused the feed. "Sergeant Thorne demonstrates good spacing and proper use of covering fire to attempt to suppress me after Obsidian team is wiped out. Attempts to instruct Epsilon Team into proper defilade position to regroup and re-assess position and strategy. Combined with information on his activities while isolated on Requiem, the sergeant may have budding potential to be a squad leader. Investigate further." _ I've arranged a meeting with Lord Hood in three days. I am certain that I can get him to take action for Osman's breach of UNSC protocol. From there, we're going to have to plan something unexpected, something that Osman won't see coming. _

_What about Halsey herself? _Fred asked as he took down a note on Kodiak also having an issue with bunching too close together in the confusion. There had been no opportunity to exploit it, with them being on the other side of the battlefield from where the Chief had been, but it was still an issue that needed to be addressed.

_Nothing we really can do about that, at least for now_, the Chief responded. _The Arbiter's faction has a few spies among the Storm; we might want to see if Hood can call in a favor. Thel is smart enough to understand the implications of Jul having someone like that at his disposal, and if his agents can locate Halsey, we might be able to extract her with minimal complications. _

_Which brings us to the other point on our agenda… Crimson Team_. Linda ventured.

_Agreed._ 117 said, as Kelly moved around through a series of canyons and managed to successfully flank Majestic team. A barrage of Promethean heavy-weapons fire eliminated the remaining members of the fireteam, with DeMarco and Grant falling to hard-light rifle fire within moments, while Thorne managed to get around behind a large boulder. The rock afforded him an extra second or two of "life" before the light-rifle obliterated it with a single three shot burst. A pair of follow up bursts finished Thorne off. _The observations of them in the field today confirmed our suspicions… and it begs the question, who smuggled a group of S-III's onto this ship, and why? _

Watching Crimson in action, in real-time, especially when things had gotten desperate for them, had revealed something that the Fireteam had obviously been trying to conceal: they were much, much faster in terms of reflexes and reaction times than the rest of the Spartan Teams. Too fast, in fact, to be an S-IV. It had become readily obvious to the Master Chief and the other members of Blue Team that they'd received the same type of neural and spinal cord implants and other chemical enhancements that he and his siblings had. It—and the obvious experience edge they would have as members of either Gamma or Delta Company—would probably explain the reason as to why they were exponentially more combat effective than the other teams.

Looking at the personnel records, however, hadn't revealed anything. For Petty Officer Richards and her three other team members, it read like a textbook example of the other S-IV's: ODST recruits that had shown a much higher than average aptitude on their training scores and the like, and so had been reassigned to the special warfare division for S-IV training and augmentation. Anything further back than that was blacked out by ONI. Which meant that no one was supposed to realize that the "raw recruits" that had come onboard two months ago were, in fact, a group of hyper-lethal cybernetic killing machines with body counts that likely exceeded the three digit range.

_Should we try taking a deeper look at the transfer records, see where they came from? _Fred ventured. _Lasky, Miller, and Palmer all seemed pretty blissfully ignorant of what their prize fireteam actually is. And we haven't had a chance to get a full readout of which medical officers have been checking out which teams. _John silently nodded at that. None of the official medical reports had noted any anomalies in the current batch of S-IV's. But any sort of invasive examination of Crimson Team would reveal that what was on the examining table was an S-III, rather than an S-IV. That meant that either someone was "tweaking" the medical exams and equipment, or some of the doctors were in on this little misdirection as well.

_Too risky_. Linda responded. _If Osman or anyone at ONI was responsible for that cover-up, we could tip our hand to them. And Roland's likely to be extra paranoid after Doctor Halsey commandeered him. I don't think he'll like us poking around the ship records or asking him such direct questions, and we can't risk him raising the alarm, intentionally or not. And that assumes he's not the one spoofing the records._

_It's another thing I'll have to bring to Hood's attention, _the Master Chief said, as the exercise came to its conclusion, with the S-IV's falling far short of their primary objectives. _For all we know, he could have been the one to station Crimson here. Or one of the other FLEETCOMM officers. A sort of failsafe in case the Infinity's command crew ever went rogue. Something that he could count upon in any situation to ensure that this ship remained under UNSC control. _

_A distinct possibility._ Linda mused as she loaded up the next combat feed. This one involved the S-IV teams trying to hold a position against an enemy led assault, with Blue Team playing the role of a small Covenant strike force armed with more "conventional" weaponry. _Which means there might be another group buried in the new Model-IV's that comes onboard. We'll have to keep an eye out for them. _

_Agreed._ 104 said.

_Then back to work. _The Master Chief signed, as they moved on to the next drill.

* * *

><p>Well, there's Chapter Two down. A couple more to go, and then this story gets wrapped up, I think. I sincerely hope that you have all enjoyed it, and thank you so much for taking the time to read it.<p>

Until next time, please, everyone take care and be safe!


	3. Chapter 3: Cloak and Daggers

Okay, so sorry for the delays and everything. Been pretty busy with my work lately and my mother having hip-replacement surgery (she's fine, no worries, things just got a little hectic during that point in time of my life).

I want to thank everyone who has taken the time to read this story, and I hope that you have both enjoyed it and that you feel that I am continuing to provide some decent quality writing.

And thus, without further ado, here's the third chapter of Consequences of Revelation.

**Consequences of Revelation**

* * *

><p>Chapter Three: Cloak and Daggers<p>

* * *

><p>Commander Sarah Palmer sighed as she nearly collapsed into her bunk. The aches and pains from the training that she'd been put through were being dulled by the regenerative meds that they'd pumped into her in the medical bay, and the painkillers were starting to take effect. The past twelve hours, really the past three days, had been brutal. Blue Team was relentless, drilling her and her S-IV's again and again and again. A part of her wondered how they did it. Drilling and testing group after group, rotating effortlessly and unceasingly between them, never tiring, never faltering. She was beginning to understand why some had initially believed that the S-II's were machines.<p>

They were still schooling her groups, and even after three days, not one had succeeded in accomplishing a full mission. They were getting better, it seemed, though, getting farther before they were cut down, or holding a position longer before Blue Team succeeded in killing them all. Palmer closed her eyes and remembered the debriefings that she had attended afterwards, where Blue Team would take about ten or fifteen minutes to give a quick and dirty rundown of what the teams had done right, and what they'd done wrong, before handing them all data-disks with the recordings of the fight and instructing them to spend the next hour critiquing themselves. They would each write a report of their own performances and the performances their teammates, and then submit it to Blue Team, herself, and A.I. Roland. By then, it would be time for them to rotate back into the field for another wargame. The one thing that did stand out was Crimson's performance. She'd come to rely on them pretty heavily during the two months of operations on Requiem, but looking over the reports, the combat feeds, and everything else, it amazed her just how much _better_ those four were doing compared to their compatriots. Her tired mind drifted a little more and she found herself wondering briefly what made them so special, why they seemed to have the knack that so many of the other teams lacked. What made them different? What—

There was a loud beeping noise from her door, calling her back from her thoughts. Palmer opened her eyes as the fatigue clawed at her brain. Forcing her eyelids open was like trying to push open a blast door, and her body screamed at her to just let it all go and drift into the blissful oblivion of seven hours of uninterrupted rest. The door beeped again, and she slowly got out of her bunk and made her way towards the door, remembering the "chat" that she and the Chief had had about her always being available. She pressed a button next to the door, and an image popped up on the viewing screen on her wall. The security sensor outside showed her a picture of Captain Lasky, and as he went to press the doorbell, as it was joking called, once again, she unsealed the door to her room.

"Captain Lasky, Sir," she said, assuming attention as best she could in her current state, and giving him a salute.

"At ease, Commander Palmer," he said, stepping inside. She winced a bit as she heard him use her rank, rather than her first name, to identify her. Ever since her last operation on Requiem, things had been a bit… chilly between herself and the Captain.

She remembered the conversation that they'd had before she'd headed out, how he'd begged her not to go through with it. She blinked a couple of times and chewed on her lips. "What brings you to my quarters, Captain?"

"I wanted to see how you were holding up," he said. "I've seen some of the wargames recordings. The Chief and his teammates are putting you guys through the wringer."

"That he is," she muttered, _and making my S-IV's look like rookies on their first day of mock weapons training._ "But… if it helps us improve, I suppose it's worth it."

Lasky arched an eyebrow and cocked his head to the side slightly. "Have you and him had any… other conversations after the incident?"

"He's apologized, if that's what you mean. And he gave me a hell of a dressing down," she said, making her way back over to her bed and sitting down on it. Maybe it was a bit unprofessional, but at the moment, she just didn't care. She was exhausted, physically and mentally, and tomorrow would be more of the same. And before long, she knew, the training itinerary was going to shift for her.

The Chief had made that much clear. The war games would get larger, there would be multiple operations running at the same time, S-IV against S-IV, with Marine and ODST groups mixed in, each simulating the enemy in a massive full on war. Once that happened, she'd be pulled out of the direct fighting, and she and the other Handlers would be thrust into a command situation where Murphy and his accompanying law would make it a point to be an extra-large pain in the ass.

"I see," Lasky nodded his head, and seemed to become a bit more relaxed. He remained standing, and moved over towards the far side of the wall.

His eyes focused on his colleague, watching the way she carried herself. There was a slump to her shoulders that he didn't remember being there. She was exhausted, that much he could tell. The circles under her eyes, the way that her hands shook just slightly. He'd been run ragged enough times at Corbulo Military Academy to know the signs of physical fatigue. But there was something else to it as well. A tiredness that had seeped into her soul. Something was eating at her, and he aimed to find out what. The confession that the Chief had given her a private "critique" hinted at it. The Chief… he was more than just a Spartan, more than a super-soldier. He had saved all of the human race at least twice now, three times if one counted him containing the Flood on Installation-04a. He was a symbol of the endurance and perseverance of Humanity as a whole, which had triumphed where all the odds had said they should have died. There probably wasn't a person alive who didn't revere him as some sort of living legend.

And she was more than just another admirer. She was an S-IV, an "inheritor" of his legacy; and more importantly, the one chosen to lead all the successors to the Spartan-II project that were assigned to the Infinity. He'd seen the look on the Chief's face, when he'd depolarized his visor four days ago, the raw _hate_ that had burned in those eyes then. To know that the individual that you were chosen to follow in the footsteps of felt not pride or even comradeship towards you, but anger and disappointment; what must that have felt like? Tom's hand instinctively went to his neck, where he kept a second set of dogtags: Chyler's. He felt the bit of metal that was on there with them. It was small, iridescent blue, scarred pitted and charred black in few spots. The remnants of a fragment of a Lek'golo's armor. 117 had given it to him as a memento of their shared victory over the alien soldier. Even as a boy, barely seventeen years old, he'd understood that the Chief had been congratulating him, calling him a soldier, stating that in the Spartan's eyes, he was worthy.

"What's bothering you?" he asked. He tried to keep his voice professional sounding, a bit distant. He was still upset at Palmer's willingness to carry out Osman's assassination order, and he'd made that clear.

"Might want to ask what isn't. List'll be shorter," she mumbled, her hands coming to rest on her kneecaps as she leaned forward a bit. A disgusted sounding sigh left her a moment later, and she turned and looked up at Lasky. "Do you know… do you know what it's like… to know that you've failed? That you've screwed up?" She paused for a moment. "I don't mean a screw up like forgetting to put your dress uniform on right, or the realization that you've put your ranking pip on upside down. But you really, _genuinely_ dropped the ball?"

"More often that you think." He said with a nod of his head. "Look at the _Infinity_. She got crippled because of me." He got a funny look from the Commander, and he shook his head. "It was _my_ decision to allow that artifact onboard, Palmer. I should have had it put on one of the secondary ships, one of the frigates. If I had, the Infinity never would have gotten 'tied down' and we could have pursued Jul's fleet into Requiem itself. We might not have taken the bastard out, but we would have done a hell of a lot more damage to his operations. Hell, we might have been able to force him to abandon Requiem without destroying it. " That last part was pure optimistic conjecture on his part, but it was one the things that had nagged at the back of his mind ever since they'd escaped. The realization that so much potential information and technology that Requiem had at its disposal was gone forever.

"You had no way of knowing the artifact was going to do that," Palmer said, looking at him strangely.

"It doesn't change the fact that I made a mistake and ignored what should have been a basic safety protocol," Lasky said with a shrug. "They say hindsight's twenty-twenty. Maybe they're right. Thing to do is to learn from it, and then move on. In my case, that means taking more precautions whenever dealing with an object of Forerunner origin."

Palmer remained silent, and just continued to stare at him. He hadn't officially been reprimanded in his case, not yet at least. It was simply possible that Lord Hood was waiting for the proper time, or alternatively, the Admiral had yet to wrap his mind around the fact that a supposed Covenant Loyalist like Jul would actually go so far as to _destroy_ the "home" of one of his gods. That was beside the point at the moment, he thought to himself, and instead he refocused his attention on his colleague.

"We all made mistakes at Requiem, Commander. What's important is that we learn from them," her eyes narrowed a bit as she looked at him and she cocked her head to the side. Lasky continued, "I had to learn from my mistakes at the academy, and after thirty years in the field, I still make them." He paused and he chuckled softly. "For all the grief my old instructor gave me, there was a quote that she once told me, from Marshal Turenne. 'Show me a general who has made no mistakes, and you speak of a general who has seldom waged war.'"

He paused for a moment, letting the words sink in. After a few more seconds silence, he crossed his arms and looked down at her. "So, where do you think you went wrong?" she looked up at him as he spoke, and he shook his head softly. "I want to help you, Commander, and believe me, I got chewed out at Corbulo more times than I can count. But I can't help you if I don't know what the problem is."

Sarah Palmer sighed softly and then nodded her head. "I…" she paused for a moment, and licked her lips, her eyes narrowing for a moment and Lasky swore he could practically hear the gears whirring away in her mind. "I guess…. At Requiem… I got cocky. We'd just beaten the Didact… a _Forerunner_. We chased him off on Requiem, and we flattened the Storm elements that we found there. And then, and then the opening battle when we came back," she reached up and ran her hands through her hair as she spoke, "the Infinity just ran over everything that was in its way. Nothing could stand against us. I… I thought we were invincible."

Lasky chuckled softly. "The UNSC has certainly been doing its best to play things up that way. 'We are the Giants now,' God, I cannot believe how much of a stuck-up ass I sounded like in that news cast." He blushed as he spoke. "I'll admit, I bought into our propaganda a bit too much… and maybe that's why I got a little sloppy myself. Maybe that's why I didn't stop to think that maybe Jul _let_ us take that artifact."

There was another moment of pregnant silence between the two of them, and Lasky let out a long sigh. "Well, that's one step. You've acknowledged that you overestimated yourself. But I know that can't be the only thing that the two of you talked about." He arched an eyebrow, and Palmer winced, she knew exactly what he meant, and it was clear that it was still a sore subject.

"We actually didn't talk about that all that much, he chewed me out for going in blind and underequipped for the job, said it was stupid of me to risk my life like that," Palmer said, shaking her head. "Aside from that, he just mentioned something about looking into where Doctor Halsey got her funding and oversight from."

Lasky nodded his head. "That's something I've been thinking about as well. The briefing that Osman gave us regarding Doctor Halsey painted her as some sort of modern Joseph Mengele," he said with a frown. "A monster. But Admiral Osman conveniently failed to mention that the Spartan-II's had any sort of feelings towards Doctor Halsey, let alone maternal ones." He shook his head again. A part of him was still having trouble wrapping his head around that. He truly did have to wonder if the Chief and the other members of Blue Team were brainwashed by the woman of if they were true, genuine feelings.

Unconsciously, his hand came up to his cheek, remembering the (surprisingly strong) backhand that the Doctor had given him when she learned out that the Chief had still been alive, had been on this very ship at one point, and no one had thought to tell her. He remembered the anger burning in her old eyes, the vehemence in her voice. It was the wrath of a mother who had not been told that one of her sons was still alive. He remembered the voice of 117 when he'd been shown what had happened on Requiem. Perhaps there was some Stockholm Syndrome at work there, Lasky thought to himself, but at the very least, it was clear that there was _some_ amount of mutual affection between the two of them.

"That begs the question," he found himself staring up at the ceiling as he spoke. "If Osman lied to us about that… what else has she been keeping from us?" he got a look from Palmer, and a nod.

"A project like this…" there was that tantalizing hint of awakening, of realization, in her voice. "It went on for nearly forty years, Tom… there was… there's no way that ONI wouldn't have known… Parangorsky and the other high ranking individuals…" Palmer stood up from when she was sitting on her bed, her hands trembling slightly. "The augmentations… the first generation MJOLNIR suits… someone would have had to sign off on that, to approve it. The procurement, the financing, the logistics involved with that…. No rogue scientist could ever do this on her own."

"And if they were the ones signing off on Halsey's projects and research, then were they the ones who originally came up with the project themselves?" Lasky finished for her. He had a sense of dread form in his stomach. Why did he have the sinking feeling that they had just gotten themselves wrapped up into something very, very nasty? He looked over at Sarah. Judging by the pallor of her skin, suddenly pale, he had a feeling she'd just had a similar thought. He rubbed his chin and looked over to the small projection port by the wall. He doubted that Roland could get access to any ONI files from here, those things would all be in a secure hard-link only system to prevent remote access, but there might be other ways to go about doing this. The Master Chief had dropped hints; perhaps a conversation with the rest of Blue Team might be in order.

That brought his mind around to another topic. Palmer would need to be there with him, for her own reasons. He cleared his throat a bit, and decided to probe a little further, he could even springboard from this train of thought, Lasky thought to himself.

"Aside from the… technical issues of your operation… are you starting to realize where else you might have messed up?" He ventured, raising an eyebrow.

Palmer sighed once again, and looked up at him. "Are you still trying to get me to admit that what I did was wrong?" She got a nod in response. The Commander looked down at her feet, and Lasky was reminded of a child being scolded. It was a look he knew all too well, remembering the myriad of times that April, Colonel Mehaffeny, or even General Black himself had chewed him out for a screw up he'd made. Was this how they'd felt, he wondered? A mixture of pity and disappointment, and that faint hope that somewhere, deep inside the "cadet's" mind, an understanding might be forming?

"I think…" she started to say, pausing and licking her lips for a moment. "I think I need to have a talk with Blue Team…I think I need to apologize to them."

"I'll be there with you," Lasky said, a smile slowly forming on his face.

* * *

><p>The Master Chief strode briskly down the corridor towards his destination, a group of ODSTs on either side of him. He could feel his adrenaline spiking as the office of Lord Admiral Terrance Hood came closer and closer. It was a situation not too different from going into battle, he suspected. He knew that Hood would back him and support the actions that he had taken, but John was still uncertain as to how all of this was going to play out, and exactly what choice of punishment the High Commander of UNSC FLEETCOMM was going to deem appropriate for Serin Osman's actions. Blatant violations of UNSC wartime legal protocols, undermining FLEETCOMM's chain of command, driving the greatest mind of Humanity into the arms of the enemy. It was a mess, as Cortana would have said.<p>

Cortana… his thoughts drifted to her yet again. It had been eight months since her death. Since she'd sacrificed herself to save him… to save Humanity. He remembered the tremble in her voice and his as she'd said goodbye… disappearing forever. Even as it crossed his mind, the Spartan felt an ache, a tightness in his chest and a thickness in his throat.

As a Spartan, he was no stranger to death. He'd watched whole worlds get annihilated under the fury of a Covenant glassing operation, watching as billions of lives were snuffed out in an instant. He'd watched them bombard Reach as the _Pillar of Autumn_ fled, remembering that feeling of helplessness, of knowing that his family was down there, that his home was under attack… and there was nothing he could do but _watch_ them all die. True, some had survived all of those trials… but most had not.

He could remember Johnson's last words… holding one of his best friends in his arms as he lay dying. Watching the final struggles one of the men who had been involved in the war since the first shots had been fired on Harvest, who had survived every nightmare and horror that the Covenant and the Flood had both thrown at him, only for him to die in the final minutes before victory. He'd actually been out to visit the man's tomb, on the edge of Mombasa, just outside the glassing zone. A monument to those who had died on the Ark had been erected within sight of the portal to the Forerunner artifact. To the Master Chief, it seemed appropriate, a fitting final "resting place" for one of the greatest soldiers he had ever had the privilege of knowing.

He had knelt there, running his hands along the tombstone. Underneath the picture that had been placed into the stone were a number of messages and titles left by the few friends that Johnson had that had that survived the war. "Friend." "Hero." "Leader." Among other, more personal words and phrases. When he'd left, there had been another phrase etched into the granite as well: "One of Us- S-117". It was the only thing he had to give to a man who had befriended him, been there at his side so often, and given so much for the cause. An ordinary individual who had performed extraordinary tasks again and again and again.

And yet, as used to death as he was, it never became any easier, the Master Chief thought. He could feel the pain welling up inside him again, despite his best efforts to squash it. Cortana had done so much for him… saved his life, stopped him from inadvertently wiping out all life in the galaxy, stopped the Flood… and _she,_ not him, had bested the Didact. When the renegade Forerunner had him dead to rights, the Spartan rendered helpless by his constraint field, she had come to his defense one final time. She'd bought their victory with her life. And would Humanity even know? Most of what had occurred on the Didact's vessel was still strictly classified. And even the bits that _had_ been declassified… would the history books ever truly capture how much Cortana had done for Humanity?

How much she had done for him? He'd heard civilians and some of the other UNSC personnel use the phrase "two side to the same coin" to describe a pair of entities before. It seemed strangely apt under the circumstances, like he'd left a part of himself behind on the Didact's vessel, like someone had ripped a part of him out and left a void where it had been.

He narrowed his gaze behind the visor of his helmet. He could not allow those thoughts to weigh him down, to drag him into the abyss of despair and wallowing in his own self-pity. Cortana wouldn't have wanted that. He was still Humanity's sword and shield. That was how he would honor her legacy. That was what he'd kept telling himself all these months. And yet… the pain was still there.

He paused as he stood in front of Hood's private office, and waited as one of the Helljumpers pressed the door-button. A camera focused on them, and a small A.I. hologram appeared out of a tank next to the door. It was an empty suit of armor, modeled after a medieval knight, with two flaming motes where its eyes should have been: Sentinel. The Master Chief had met him before. He was one of two personal A.I.s assigned to Admiral Hood to both help him manage things at FLEETCOMM and to ensure that local electronic attack against this section of UNSC headquarters was all but impossible.

"Welcome, Master Chief Petty Officer of the Navy, Lord Hood has been expecting you," Sentinel said with a bow.

With that, the door opened, and the Master Chief stepped inside. Lord Hood looked up from the PDA that he was reading, and a rare smile came across the man's normally reserved and serious face.

"Master Chief," he said, getting up from his desk and walking over towards the S-II. The Spartan saluted, a gesture that Hood returned. A handshake followed as Hood motioned for all but two of the escorts to step outside.

The Master Chief looked back over at them and highlighted them with his HUD. Information and an abbreviated CSV on the two of them popped up. The first one was a Sergeant, a James "Rook" Dunn, and the second was a naval Captain by the name of Dare. An odd choice, he supposed, to have two individuals so far apart in rank standing as Lord Hood's personal bodyguards. They would have to have been cleared and vetted for the type of information that was going to be discussed at this little meeting, so he hoped that they would be able to continue keeping a secret.

Hood turned and headed back towards his desk, gesturing for the Spartan to follow.

"So, Master Chief, here to bring up me to speed, are you?" he asked, sitting down and motioning for 117 to take a seat in front of him.

The Spartan hesitated for a moment before he noticed the titanium construction and numerous reinforced crossweaves on the chair. Hood was clearly prepared to receive visitors of his… unique nature. The cyborg approached and took a seat as Admiral Hood tapped his hands together. As he did so, the Spartan looked Hood over, taking the time to examine the man in detail for the first time in years. The Master Chief noticed the lines around the other man's eyes. He was reminded again of the age of the veteran officer across from him. Hood was well into his second century of life, but his iron will and coolness under nearly any circumstance usually left him with an air of energy and power usually found in men half his age.

"We've both been busy, these past few months, Chief," Hood began, before letting out a deep sigh. "We've spoken before, but in all of this, I've never had the chance to just, to just take the time to say welcome back. And to let you know how good it is to have you back with us." There was a pause, and the faint smile returned to Hood's face. "It's good to have a friend back from the dead," The Admiral said softly. "I don't know if it's been made clear to you just how much of a boost your return was to the people of Earth and its reborn colonies. After everything that's been happening, it was something we desperately needed."

The Master Chief nodded in understanding. He'd seen the reports. The casualties that had been sustained during the war for Earth, and everything else. The UNSC fleet had been rebuilding rapidly, and frantically, almost manically, reinforcing and up-gunning the weapons of its warships. But still, even then… "We're still vulnerable… much more vulnerable than the UNSC has let the general public know…" 117 spoke softly.

"Yes…. The war hurt us, Chief, more than seven hundred worlds lost, hundreds of billions dead… Humanity is still licking its wounds, and will be for decades to come," Hood ran a hand across his scalp and sighed. "The survivors of the war want assurances, they want to be able to sleep at night knowing they will wake up tomorrow to a sky _not_ filled with alien ships preparing to glass the planet." His blue eyes bored into the Chief's visor. "And the best we can do at the moment is lie. If it wasn't for the Arbiter… I don't know what we would do." A bitter chuckle left Hood's lips, and the Spartan nodded to himself.

Thel Vadum was an honorable individual, he knew… but that didn't change the fact that while the Sangheili Arbiter was an ally of Humanity, and indirectly, its greatest shield against the Storm and the other Loyalist factions, that he had been one of the leading fleetmasters of the Covenant, and had been responsible for scouring dozens of worlds during the war. 117 spent a moment musing on the irony of Humanity's survival being dependent upon one of the very individuals that had spent three decades blowing them to smithereens.

If there was some higher power in the universe, it had a very sick sense of humor.

The Spartan's mind jumped down a darker path. Jul would have known that. How vulnerable Humanity was… he would have understood the value that another intact shield world like Onyx would have to the UNSC and UEG. The technology that might have been recovered from the artificial planet… the things that it might have done for them. Jul had denied them a formidable asset, and the Master Chief was once again reminded that they were _not_ dealing with a rank and file Covenant Cultist. 'Mdama was something else… something much more dangerous. And that made the fact that Catherine Halsey was in his clutches—with nowhere to go except to him—all the more chilling.

The Spartan straightened up a bit, steeling himself for the task that was ahead.

"On that note, Sir," He started to say, before Hood nodded his head and interrupted him.

"The new weapons you came for, yes," Hood said. "Song-Nim has made significant progress with our laser weaponry," before the Spartan could interrupt him the Admiral slid the Chief a small data-pad that had some weapon specifications on it.

The Master Chief took a look at the weapon in front of him, designated the Assault Pulse Rifle, Model One. It bore a resemblance to the MA rifle series, but with the ammo-counter and compass stripped away. Mounting rails covered the sides, top, and the bottom, and it had a bullpup configuration. It made sense he supposed, a more powerful weapon, but with a design that the ground troops would already be familiar with. Effective combat range was well over seven times that of the MA rifle series though, more than two kilometers. Recoil would be negligible; no bullet drop to account for, and at standard power, the battery looked to be able to hold the better part of three hundred shots. The specification file also had several pictures of the weapon 'in action': Human analogs—armored testing dummies made of synthetic flesh—that had been blown to pieces by single shots from the laser weapon, massive chunks of the dummies flash-vaporized and turned to ash.

The first group of Storm infantry that ran into a squad packing this type of weaponry was going to be in for a _very_ nasty surprise.

There were other weapons on the data file as well, close combat scatter weaponry, "smart" munitions, sniper class laser weaponry, as well as an improved, faster firing variant of the Spartan Laser. Good, good, the Master Chief thought to himself. The sooner he could get this back to Infinity and have the S-IV's start using these devices (and the marines and army troopers as well), the better.

"How many of these can we have loaded and ready to ship to the _Infinity_?" he asked, handing the PDA back over to Hood.

"I put them on notice to have some crates loaded up once I received word that you wanted to meet with me to discuss going ahead and up-arming the S-IV's," the Admiral stated. "Your Pelican will be loaded up with these by the time you get back to it."

"Thank you, Sir." The Master Chief said.

"You're welcome, Chief," Hood said. "But there's still the matter of making certain that the S-IV's are prepared to use these weapons properly. I trust that you and 058, 087, and 104 are bringing them up to speed as quickly as possible?"

"The S-IV's show promise, and Blue Team and I are drilling them daily, but-" he started to say before Hood smiled and waved him off with a gesture.

"But it's going to take at least eight or so weeks before they are ready?" He said and the Spartan noticed a slight teasing hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth. 117's eyes narrowed behind his visor. He hadn't filed an official report yet, and in fact the report was still on his PDA awaiting transfer. Hood had gotten that information from an alternative source. His mind leapt to varying hypothesizes and theories, wondering who the Admiral's inside informant was. "The second batch of S-IV's is going to be arriving in four weeks, and even as good as you are, I do not think you can personally oversee the training of five hundred Spartans. Are there any emerging leaders and sub-commanders within the S-IV's? Those you would be comfortable with taking over some of the training duties?"

"There is one team, yes sir," The Master Chief said, quietly reaching into one of his supply pouches and producing the PDA with his assessment data on it. He turned it on and swiped through a few of the scenes, before bringing up Petty Officer Richards and her team.

"Ahh yes," Hood said, leaning forward and clasping his hands together. "I thought you might be leaning towards them. It seems you still have an eye for talent." 117 felt himself unconsciously tensing, feeling as though things were shifting, changing before him. His eyes looked over every feature of the Admiral's face. Every age line, every subtle shift in his muscles and his body language. The Spartan thought he saw a reaction, again the barest hint of a smile in the corner of his mouth, perhaps a slight bit of amusement in the Lord Admiral's face.

Alarm bells were practically ringing in the S-II's mind now. Hood's tone and demeanor seemed to suggest beyond a shadow of a doubt that he knew just _what _Crimson really was. But were they his inside source? Was he the one who had planted them there? Or was he merely "brought on board" regarding their insertion after the fact? Was there another group on the Infinity that was reporting to Hood? Theories and hypothesizes whirled in the Spartan's mind, forcing him to try and think about where things were headed, what was going on here. His augmented mind processed information faster than any normal Human ever could, but he still found himself suddenly longing for Cortana. As an A.I. She could have processed everything, run through the list of millions of possible theories in the time that it took the Spartan to blink, and presented the most likely possibilities before him.

"So, sounds though there might be a few field promotions in their future." The Admiral leaned back in his chair, the soft leather creaking a bit as he did so. "Hopefully some others will emerge as well. We are going to need capable field officers in the spec ops divisions." The smile faded from Hood's face, and the Master Chief noticed the lines around the other man's eyes. He was reminded again of the age of the veteran officer across from him.

"And on that note, Master Chief," Hood said, before his face grew a bit more grave. He reached under his desk and pressed a button. There was a slight hissing noise from the door, and he could see movement on his motion tracker as the two ODSTs looked around while his HUD flickered a bit. He recognized that noise, a secure room going into lockdown and ECM jamming equipment coming online. "Now… why don't you tell me the _real_ reason you're here."

117 raised his eyebrows a bit, and he was almost tempted to chuckle as he reached into a supply pouch, carefully pulled out a small device and placed it on the Admiral's desk to where it could be plainly seen. "I suppose this makes my precautions a bit unwarranted." He said.

_His_ jamming device was about the size of an A.I. data crystal, the most powerful one he had been able to…acquire that he'd been confident he could smuggle in. Suddenly it seemed so very superfluous. However, the device had no sooner been placed on the table than Sentinel and the other A.I., a Grecian looking warrior by the name of Ajax, both materialized in holotanks, and the Spartan could hear some of the internal defenses of the room sliding out from the ceiling, automated turrets fixing upon him. His motion tracker also showed movement behind him, and he could hear the two ODSTs moving to flank him. Hood simply shook his head and rolled his eyes.

"You'll have to forgive those four. They're a bit paranoid when it comes to my safety," he said.

"Being paranoid about your safety is our _job_, Admiral," Captain Dare spoke up with a note of irritation, and Hood held up a placating hand towards her.

"I know, Captain, I know, and I'm grateful to all of you," The Admiral said, before returning his gaze to the Chief. "Now then, I believe you were about to tell me what happened on Infinity that made you want to drop everything and come running to me."

The Spartan twisted his head slightly and Hood chuckled again. "Son, this could have all been arranged by email or an official request, the same with your report. And yet you took time off from an extremely pressing task to come and visit me in person. I cannot help but feel that somewhere, shit has hit the fan. So, let's hear it. Off the record."

The Master Chief nodded his head and took a deep breath. He felt surprisingly nervous all of a sudden. Then again, 117 supposed it wasn't every day that you bypassed official channels to come to the de facto head of Humanity's armed forces with evidence that the intelligence division of said armed forces was violating major UNSC protocols behind his back.

"Sir… are you aware of the location of Doctor Catherine Halsey?" he asked.

Hood paused for a moment. "Not precisely, no. My understanding was that she had been arrested for 'Theft of ONI property'. I assumed that was just something they used to soothe their pride and give them an official reason for her not to appear in public while they had her work on reverse engineering more Forerunner technology." He paused and then looked sharply into the Master Chief's visor. "Why?"

The Spartan responded by reaching up and removing one of the armor plates near the back of his helmet. He pulled out a small datachip, the black-box for his video recording system, and handed it over to the Admiral.

"I learned after coming onboard the Infinity that she had been transferred there and put under guard detail after the first incident with the artifact that Fireteam Crimson recovered. Her transfer was classified, only a select few individuals knew about her presence onboard the ship." the Master Chief said. "A series of complications ensued, culminating with Jul's Promethean forces teleporting onboard."

"Captain Lasky's report mentioned that Infinity had been boarded and attacked," Hood said with a frown.

"But did it mention was that Doctor Halsey was present during the attack and had been kidnapped by the Prometheans… and that her capture was the sole reason for the attack." 117 said. "Or that after that, Admiral Serin Osman, CIC of ONI, ordered Captain Lasky and Commander Palmer to locate and eliminate the doctor."

There was a few seconds of silence as he let the Admiral digest that bit of information. He could see confusion, disbelief, and myriad of other emotions flicker across Hood's face.

"His report made no mention of that. At all. And you're certain that the orders were to locate and eliminate, not recover, _eliminate,_ you are absolutely certain?" Hood asked, his brow furrowed. The Master Chief merely nodded towards the data chip that the Admiral was holding. Hood slid it into his PDA and pulled up the feed.

"I requested Captain Lasky's report from the shipboard A.I., Roland," the Spartan said. "It does mention the... full account of the attack. As for Admiral Osman's orders, move to time index nine-eight-seven, one-four-five-oh." He said.

Hood did as requested, and a moment later, the Master Chief could hear his own voice coming out of the PDA as Hood placed it down on the table.

"Details. _Now,_ Captain_._" Hood pressed a button and the feed leaped up, projecting itself onto a display screen that was right behind his desk.

As the feed continued, 117 could hear Dare and the other ODST approaching from behind him, and he looked over his shoulder towards them. Their visors were polarized, so he couldn't see their faces, but their body language gave away some hints. As Captain Dare listened to Captain Lasky's 'confession', he could see a subtle twitch to her hands, as though she was trying to resist the urge to clench them into fists. Sergeant Dunn looked rather limp, almost as though a stiff breeze would send him tumbling to the ground.

The minutes passed, and the feed turned to Palmer's mission. The cyborg watched the Admiral closely as Palmer fired, missing the killshot due to the quirk of a dud SAP-HE round. The confrontation between Palmer and Thorne, and then the other confrontation between the Master Chief and the Commander. Finally, as the Master Chief stormed out of the room, Hood stopped the feed.

The silence was deafening as Hood leaned back in his chair, letting his forehead rest against his left hand. The Master Chief waited for a response as he noticed that some of the color seemed to have left the man's cheeks.

Finally, after nearly a minute, he spoke.

"Son… do you understand what this means?" he asked, looking up at the Spartan.

"Blue Team and I have reached the conclusion that if Doctor Halsey survived, she would have had no way of knowing that Majestic Team wasn't also there to assassinate her. She has no way of knowing that the order wasn't an official one. Which means that she has nowhere to go but straight into the arms of the enemy."

Hood nodded, his expression somber. "We… we have no idea how much Forerunner technology Jul has at his disposal. Neither does the Arbiter. We just know he has _some_. But if it's anything significant, Seekers, warships, god help us, Chief, if he knows the location of another Shield World or even some Onyx class Sentinels…" 117 felt a chill run down his spine at that last one. He'd never encountered one, but he knew of them from Blue Team's report. Sentinels which were powerful enough that a few dozen of them could annihilate a Covenant assault carrier in seconds, and apparently made in facilities that could produce thousands of them every hour. The thought of a swarm of those things descending on Earth…that chill suddenly intensified.

Hood rubbed his chin, his eyes narrowing. "I've got speak to the Arbiter immediately. He's got to be made aware of this and we've got to locate and extract Doctor Halsey before any more damage can be done."

"What about Admiral Osman?" 117 spoke up.

Hood's eyes narrowed further. "The Admiral has apparently altered official UNSC documents and AARs, ordered an unauthorized assassination of UNSC personnel, and has allowed a personal vendetta to cloud her judgment, and as a direct result, has deprived the UNSC of a potentially war-winning asset." He leaned back again. "I am aware of your… origins, Master Chief, and those of the other Spartan-IIs. Doctor Halsey has committed crimes for which she must answer, but she is not the only one who needs to, and the answer to those crimes is _not_ a summary execution." Hood leaned forward and rubbed his chin once more, and the Spartan swore that he could see the gears of his brain turning as he started to formulate a plan. "As for the Admiral, she's overstepped her bounds rather drastically here, and I can't help but wonder, if she's willing to pull stunts like that on something like this, what else might she be doing behind our backs? I think this should be taken as a sign that ONI has been allowed to have free reign to do what it wants for far too long. It's time for the Office of Naval Intelligence to start having the proper amount of oversight once again."

He looked up at the Master Chief and then over to the Captain. "Chief, what do you know about Section Zero?"

The Spartan thought back to all the code phrases and UNSC sub-divisions that he'd ever heard about, a frown on his face. It took him a moment, but he remembered coming across the code-phrase a few times when he and the other S-II's had been snooping around where they shouldn't have been during their training and upbringing.

"Quis custodiet ipsos custodes," 117 whispered softly. "Who watches the watchers? It's ONI's internal investigatory and policing force."

"It _was_," Hood said. "Most of their installations and personnel died during the war. But you are correct. It was long ago decided that with all the projects and top-secret materials that ONI was in charge of developing, that they should have some form of internal investigatory force, a shadow network within the organization that was dedicated to keeping it under control and its personnel from going rogue." The Admiral let out a sigh. "You would not believe the time I have had trying to put it back together."

"And it seems like we're about to get our first major test," Captain Dare muttered, and the Master Chief didn't miss the emphasis on the word 'our'.

He looked up at the Captain, then over to the Sergeant, and finally back at Admiral Hood. "How do we proceed? Do we know where Osman is?"

Hood nodded his head. "She's currently at _Ever Vigilant_, ONI's primary command and control station, just off Titan." He gestured towards Sentinel, and the A.I. brought up a display of the station.

The Master Chief examined the station quickly, his eyes darting back and forth over schematics and statistics. _Ever Vigilant_ was a fortress, it seemed. Four kilometers long, half that in width and thickness, and while lacked the devastating offensive firepower of an SMAC platform, it was covered in an array of other state of the art weapons and a few "normal" MAC turrets. Heavily armored externally and internally, with most of the important parts buried at the heart of it, ONI's CIC station was clearly designed to withstand traditional assault and attack for some time. Security personnel numbered in the hundreds, as well as automated defensive turrets and other, less savory methods of dealing with intrusion and attack, and it also had _Point of No Return_, the Admiral's personal flagship, on station to provide close support. And there was the distinct possibility of additional defenses that might not even be on the official schematics. That would be perfectly in character for the Office of Naval Intelligence, after all.

Captain Dare leaned in a bit, her grip on her weapon tight, her body language tense, reminding 117 of a predator waiting to pounce on its prey. "Then the next question is, how do we go in and get her out. That's not something that's going to be all that easy," she muttered, looking at the readouts with a frown. "Direct assault would be possible, but the casualties would be enormous."

"It also runs the risk of the Admiral escaping in the confusion," the Master Chief said quietly. "A station of this size is going to have evacuation shuttles, and there might be other Prowlers around besides the Admiral's personal craft." He let the words hang in the air, the implications of failure settling on everyone present.

"And if Osman decides she has nothing to lose and wants to make herself Queen Bitch of a new insurgency, she could do a lot of damage," Dare muttered, tapping her boot against the floor.

An idea was forming in the Spartan's mind, one that was so crazy, so unbelievable and audacious, that it might actually work. He over the plan again, and then a third time. It wasn't perfect, but then, no plan was. And if things went wrong, as they inevitably tended to do, it was the one that could be most easily adapted and have contingencies enacted. And most important of all, someone like Serin Osman would probably never see it coming.

"Damnit… it's not like we can just waltz up and knock on the front door." Dare hissed, taking a step back from the desk.

"Why not?" 117 spoke up. For a moment he felt every eye in the room, electronic and organic fall on him. He looked up at Hood, and then over at Dare. "_Ever Vigilant_ receives inspections, correct? To make certain that they're complying with UNSC maintenance and battle-readiness protocols? And to monitor the Huragok that are on the station?"

"Yes, they do," Hood nodded slowly as he spoke, and the Spartan could see that he was starting to understand.

* * *

><p>The Master Chief made his way back to his Pelican, his mind going over the details of what they had discussed. Two hours had passed since he'd walked into Hood's office, and now it was time to get back to the Infinity for the next step of the plan. He made his way to the hangar bay where his bird was docked. The pilot already had the engines warmed up and ready, something that the Spartan was grateful for, as he quickly moved up the ramp. There was, however, something that surprised him: the cargo in the back. There were crates, from the floor to the ceiling, strapped in and secured. His armor ran a scan over the contents, and was surprised to find scores, hundreds, actually, of the new laser weapons. He'd expected a few models, no more than a dozen to be used one or two squads at a time until they were used to the weapons. This? This was enough firepower to turn a hab-block into a smoldering ruin.<p>

There was a small PDA on top of one of the crates, and he moved to pick it up. It was completely blank, save for a single message: "Thought you might need all of these. Consider it insurance. –H"

He nodded to himself and wiped the PDA clean, before closing the hatch behind him and opening up a radio line to the pilot. "Take us out."

As the ship began to rise into the air his hand fell down to something else, a small package that Hood had given him. Another piece of "insurance". He frowned behind his helmet, but there was no sense putting this off any longer. He would be going into the proverbial dragon's lair soon and he'd be a fool not to use every tool that he had available. And, he reminded himself, Cortana wouldn't want him deliberately crippling himself for the sake of her memory.

He pulled out the A.I. datachip, and slipped it into the access port on his helmet. The armored port slipped down to protect the chip, and he felt a spike of pain, and for the first time in months, a cool, liquid-like sensation in his brain.

"I was wondering when you would get around to finally putting me in." Sentinel said over his internal speakers.

* * *

><p>Sarah chewed on her lip as she found herself making her way down to the inner decks of the Infinity. Lasky was there at her side as they made their way towards the briefing room that had become the <em>de facto<em> headquarters for Blue Team while they trained the S-IV's.

Her left hand kept twitching and her temple throbbed slightly as she made a turn down another corridor, her mind racing to try and think of how to best handle this situation. She hadn't forgotten the Chief's reaction to finding out about her mission, and now she would be addressing _four _Spartan-IIs, and hoping against hope that in the four days since they'd come onboard the Infinity that they'd had a chance to calm down. She found it disturbingly akin to putting herself into an enclosure with a quartet of wild tigers while consciously aware of how much effort said cats had to take _not_ to see her as a meal. At least… at least Tom was with her, she thought distantly. Perhaps it was the subconscious hope that his presence might make the S-II reaction to her presence more subdued, perhaps it was the simple fact that she was going to have a friend at her side during this moment of her life. All she knew was that she was grateful that he was here. She came to a stop in front of the door to the briefing room and, knowing what was waiting for her on the other side, let out a short, quick breath.

"Try to look at it this way," Lasky said as he placed a hand on her shoulder, and she looked over towards him. "The S-II's are good at reading people, and they're pragmatic. If you're sincere, they're likely going to accept it. As long as there's no more trouble in the future, they'll probably let bygones be bygones." He chuckled and let a smile come to his face.

"Then it's back to business as usual," Palmer said quietly, a note of resignation in her voice.

Lasky arched an eyebrow. "I would have thought that you'd be a bit more enthusiastic about getting to train under a bunch of living legends. I thought that's what you aspired to."

Palmer let out a snort. "Hell, Captain, when I was younger, I didn't dream of being a soldier, I wanted to be the next Norman Borlaug."

Lasky paused for a moment, his face a study of confusion. "Who?"

"Agricultural scientist from back in the twentieth," she said, looking down at him. "Saved the better part of a billion people by developing new crop growing methods and ways to engineer better crops." Her expression darkened for a moment and she sighed. "Then Reach fell… the rest is history." She shook her head, ignoring the baffled look on her superior's face. She supposed it was to be expected, it wasn't as though she'd ever expressed a reluctance towards being a soldier before. Her eyes fell back on the door. Time to get this over with. Reminiscing about the past and "what might have beens" wasn't going to get her anywhere. She reached out and opened the door to the briefing room.

She stopped short as she stepped through the door and three sets of helmets were suddenly gazing at her. The trio of S-II's were reviewing yet another group's performance, but that wasn't at all surprising. What _was_ surprising was that there was only three of them. The Master Chief was nowhere to be seen, and she felt a bit of dread. If he wasn't here, well… no backing out now. She'd just have to do this and then do a repeat later.

The three S-II's paused the feed they were watching and critiquing, and with an uncanny unity of action, rose from their seats and saluted the Captain as he came in. Lasky returned the gesture with a smile.

"Spartans, where's the Master Chief?" he asked.

"Busy." 104 said, before, to the surprise of the Commander, he extended his hand towards the Captain, and the two shook. "He extends his apologies Captain, but he wanted us to let you know he'd be back shortly."

Though their faces were covered, Sarah could detect a certain… brusqueness to their actions. It wasn't hostility towards Lasky, indeed, they seemed quite polite and respectful, but there was something about their body language that seemed to suggest that for all the respect they held for the Captain, they would rather he not be right here at this moment.

They turned towards her next, and she could feel the weight of the three gazes upon her as she clasped her hands behind her back. She was off duty, and as such wasn't wearing her armor. She was vulnerable, at their mercy, meeting them on terms where they held all the cards. 104 cocked his head to the side just slightly, and Sarah had to resist the urge to suddenly fidget.

"Is it possible you could call him up here?" Lasky ventured. "I'd like him to be here for this."

"I'm afraid not, Captain," 104 said. Lasky said nothing and his face remained neutral, but Commander Palmer suspected that he was rather confused. Not being able to be called up on a direct request from the CO of the UNSC flagship suggested that the Chief wasn't actually _on_ the Infinity at all. In which case, the poignant questions became: how did he get off this ship without anyone, even Roland, knowing about it, and where had he gone?

"Is there something you need to tell us, Captain?" the voice of 058 cut into the Commander's thoughts, and forced her to remember why she was here. She looked back up at the three S-II's, and opened her mouth to speak.

"I owe all of you an apology…"

Off to the side, Captain Tom Lasky smiled.

* * *

><p>Okay, that's it for Chapter Three. Hope it was enjoyable for everyone and once again, thank you all so much for taking the time to read it. Feedback, especially constructive criticism, is greatly appreciated. I'm going to try and wrap everything up in the next chapter, so that one might be a bit larger than this one. I can only hope that I can end this story on a strong, climactic note. Thanks again everyone,a nd until next time, stay safe!<p> 


	4. Chapter 4: Lair of the Dragon
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Thus, without further ado, here is Chapter Four of Consequences of Revelation.

* * *

><p><strong>Consequences of Revelation<strong>

* * *

><p>Chapter Four- Lair of the Dragon<p>

* * *

><p>The Master Chief checked the powercell on his APR-1 yet again as the Cruiser <em>Leviathan<em> moved towards its destination. In less than fifteen minutes, Captain Dare and her squad were going to be boarding the _Ever Vigilant_, and then… well… then everything was going to come to a head. There were a hundred different possibilities and outcomes, but in the end they could all be boiled down into one of two archetypes. Either they would succeed in deposing Admiral Serin Osman as the acting head of the Office of Naval Intelligence, or Osman would escape them. His right index finger twitched as that thought crossed his mind. The latter option actually made 117 more than a little uneasy. He knew all too well how ONI operated, and what they were capable of. With the information that Osman had at her fingertips, combined with her cunning and whatever off the record resources she might have at her disposal, up to and including moles in other UNSC chains of command and the civilian government, if she decided that she had nothing to lose the damage that she could do might be immense.

His eyes narrowed slightly behind his helmet. He could not allow that to happen. Not with Humanity already as weak as it was, as vulnerable as it was. Jul 'Mdama and the Storm was bad enough, but if mankind found itself in a war between the Storm, the other remaining hostile loyalists, and a fully reborn insurgency, then defeat would likely be inevitable. That made his mission all the more starkly clear: break Osman's hold on power by any means necessary. Lord Hood had agreed and while they were initially going into this operation with orders to try to minimize casualties and use less-than-lethal methods wherever possible, if Osman's troops forced a confrontation, lethal force was authorized.

It was an irony that wasn't lost on the Master Chief. To have spent so much of his life fighting to preserve Humanity and the UNSC, shedding his blood to save civilian and soldier alike… and he now found himself called on to kill his fellow soldiers if things escalated to that point. He had sacrificed the lives of UNSC personnel before. All the Spartans had. Whether it was nuking an overrun position in the hopes of stopping a Covenant advance or leaving critically wounded individuals behind in order to accomplish objectives (he felt a bitter taste in his mouth and swore he heard Sam's voice for a moment)… but he'd never actually opened fire on UNSC personnel with the intent to kill them before. Even during the Mark V trial runs, he'd managed to avoid using lethal force on the ODSTs sent to intercept him, despite the fact that they'd definitely been attempting to use lethal force on him.

The Master Chief flexed his fingers once again as he walked through the bowels of the ship, heading to one of the briefing rooms, and he found that his mouth was suddenly dry. He knew the risks, what was at stake, and knew that if he had to cross the line, to pull the trigger on his new weapons in order to preserve the UEG and the UNSC, that he would. But that didn't make it any easier. He also mused on the irony that the pulse rifle on his back, built with the express purpose of completely destroying any advantage that Storm Covenant infantry might have over UNSC troops, might actually be "baptized" on human foes.

He resisted the urge to shake his head, and forced his mind to jump to another train of thought, one somewhat more comforting: Crimson Team. His meeting with Lord Hood had more or less confirmed the reason that the S-III team was operating incognito on the _Infinity, _and the cyborg actually found it reassuring in a strange way, knowing that there was such a failsafe in place. The _Infinity_ was a test-hull, not as effective, ton-for-ton, as a purpose-built direct warship, given myriad of multi-purpose experimental elements of the ship's design, such as its ability to act as a sort of capital-ship carrying craft, ferrying frigates and other small capital craft. Such an ability allowed the _Infinity _to rapidly deploy a small flotilla, but the massive amount of internal space required to properly carry and store the frigates was internal space that couldn't be dedicated to additional firepower, armor plating, and secondary power sources. However, it still carried a great deal of weaponry, almost as much as a Covenant super-carrier. Hypothetically, it was possible that a Captain and his or her command crew might decide to… abuse… that type of power. While the Master Chief was confident that the UNSC could stop a rogue _Infinity_, the amount of damage that it might be able to deal before being brought down was not something he wanted to think about.

It was good to know, then, that Hood had taken some steps to ensure that there would always be at least one element that he could count on in the event of a mutiny to do everything in its power to ensure that the _Infinity_ was never used against the UEG. It also left him with little doubt that the next batch of S-IV's would have even more such S-III units embedded within it.

"Are you well, 117?" Sentinel's voice echoed in his internal speakers. "Your neural activity scans are quite active."

"I'm fine." John's voice was short and curt, his mind returning to the here and the now. It still felt strange, having another A.I. hooked up after all this time. On some level, it still felt like a betrayal of sorts, a violation of that bond that he and Cortana had, to let another one into his suit, even if it was only a temporary partnership.

There was a moment of silence, and the Master Chief had the distinct impression that Sentinel was hesitating about something. "I…" he paused once more, and there was silence for several seconds, lifetimes for an A.I. An image appeared in the top of the Chief's HUD: Sentinel's helmet. His eyes burned a little bit brighter a moment later. "I understand. I have begun re-reviewing known performance history of ONI counter-intrusion software and their Smart A.I.s, and attempting to extrapolate what else they might be capable of based of that performance data."

"You'll do fine," the Spartan said. "The mission comes first. Everything else is secondary. Hood gave you to me for a reason." And that reason had been clear: _Ever Vigilant_ was a cyber-warfare hornets' nest. ONI would have dozens of A.I.s, including Osman's personal one, Black Box, on standby to prevent hostile intrusions into the mainframes and other systems. While there was no way to remotely hijack something like a Mjolnir armor suit, there were limits to what he could do in this armor. ONI's computerized attack dogs could still lock him out of certain regions, begin dumping data files, or attempt to activate self-destruct protocols.

When walking into the proverbial dragon's lair, especially with the intent of taking down the dragon herself, deliberately crippling himself over something like sentimentality was a luxury that the Spartan simply could not afford. There was too much riding on this operation. And while he wasn't Cortana, from a technical perspective, Sentinel was more than qualified for this operation. He was a Class V Smart A.I., geared towards ECM and ECCM warfare, hacking, decryption and encryption. And he wasn't going to be the only A.I. coming along for the ride, the Spartan reminded himself, as he turned the corner and arrived at the door to the briefing room. Every single one of them were going in with personnel A.I. support. He punched in the access code and it hissed open.

"Officer on deck!" he heard Fred bark. The other members of Blue Team saluted out of reflex, a gesture that the Master Chief returned. It was a habit and a routine they still followed, despite the fact that 104 outranked him now. He looked around the room. Fireteam Crimson was present as well, as was Dare's ODST group, and a few other ODST squads that were on standby and would perform the role of secondary ingress teams. The Captain herself hadn't arrived yet and so he looked to the second in command of the group, a Sergeant Major by the name of Buck.

He'd looked over Buck's CSV, and that of the rest of the squad, prior to their departure. They'd proven themselves on Reach, the Battle of New Mombasa, and a dozen other battlefields throughout The War. They also had a great deal of experience with the Huragok and served as the bodyguard and escort of the one that had come to be known as Virgil. That would make them posing as the escort for Captain Dare during her inspection to make certain that the needs of the Huragok were being seen to more natural and believable.

He frowned for a moment as his eyes fell on Sergeant Dunn. The ODST had tucked himself away in an empty alcove that normally would have held the heavy weapons, such as rocket launchers and the like, that were noticeably absent today, and judging by his bio-specs, was asleep. It made sense. Veteran troops were used to catching short powernaps wherever they could get a moment of downtime, especially if they were expecting a "hot" deployment shortly, and Sergeant Dunn already appeared to be fully kitted out and ready to go. But the Captain would be here soon, and the Master Chief wanted everyone ready and alert for the final briefing. Their plan had some room for on the fly adjustments and error leeway, but he wanted to keep the risks in this plan to a minimum.

He walked over and gently shook the ODST on the shoulder. Dunn grunted and stared up at him. The ODST didn't say anything, but shifted out of the alcove and saluted him. The Spartan returned the gesture.

"We're getting started soon, Sergeant," he said. "Rook" said nothing once again, but nodded and moved over to the rest of his squad.

Chief's eyes fell on Crimson Team next. Petty Officer Richards was ramrod straight as she stared at 104 and 058, and he wondered what her face might have looked like, behind her Warrior class helmet. Was it neutral? Was there a smile there? A frown? She noticed his gaze, and nodded towards him. It had been decided that in the event that a confrontation did occur, two Spartan teams had better odds than one, and Crimson was the best they had on hand. While he had never really worked with a Spartan-III team, he knew that Crimsons' members were experienced, battle-hardened, and more than capable. He had full confidence that they would perform above and beyond expectations today.

The door at the far end of the room hissed open, and Captain Dare walked into the room. It was the Chief's turn to call out that there was an Officer on deck, and his hand came up to salute. The rest of Blue and Crimson Teams' did as well, though only Buck did among Dare's "personal" ODST squad. The rest gave some variation of a wave or other acknowledgement. He nodded softly to himself. It made sense, he supposed. After so many years of working together with the Captain, their protocol might have gotten just a little bit lax.

"Ladies and gentlemen," Dare said as she walked up to the holographic display table, "in ten minutes time, we will be docking with the _Ever Vigilant_. Once that happens, everything is going to depend on you carrying out your roles as expected." She pulled up a display of the space station and the teams came up around it. They'd been briefed before on what to do, this was simply one last review before the real thing. "Blue Team and Crimson Team are to stay onboard the _Leviathan,_ ready to storm in when we have to go dynamic. Code phrase is "clean sweep." She said, looking around at them. "Sergeant Buck's team and myself will make our way through routine search-and-observe procedures, eventually arriving at Admiral Osman's command room." She held up a stylus and traced the path along the hologram, leaving a red colored trail indicating their path. "There are numerous security checkpoints, and I suspect at some point, given how paranoid Osman's likely to be, that we'll probably be searched, searched again, and then disarmed." She looked over at Buck's team. "They're also not likely to allow more than three of us into the Admiral's command room at a time." She turned to face Dutch, the heavy weapons specialist of the team. "Dutch, I want you, Mickey, and Romeo stay outside. From there, wait thirty seconds or until you get my primary signal, then neutralize the guards. Buck and Rook will do the same inside after I've confirmed that Osman is in fact Osman. If it's not actually her, I'll give you the abort signal, and we move to the secondary plan."

The Master Chief nodded to himself. That was one reason they were doing this at Osman's most fortified location, rather than having Lord Hood simply call a FLEETCOMM meeting and luring her into the open. If past performances of ONI CINC was anything to go by, they couldn't discount the possibility that Osman would simply send a surgically altered body-double in her place. On _Ever Vigilant_, her personal fortress, she was likely to be far less wary of such things, and given the shortcomings with UNSC flash-cloning tech, at least when it came to replicating an entire person, the odds of her using a cloned body-double while she was off somewhere else was low.

"If it _is_ her, the primary signal goes off, and that's when things need to start rolling," her eyes fell on 117 and the other Spartans. "Blue Team, Crimson Team, you will move up the primary docking collar and secure an ingress and egress point at the first security terminal. From there, Sentinel is to take control of the station's communication networks and start broadcasting what's going on." There was a pause and Dare sighed. "If it comes to actual fighting, secondary teams will be on alert and they'll need that ingress point." She nodded towards the other ODSTs as she circled the security terminal. "You'll have the heavy weapons, so we're likely going to have to stay hunkered down with the VIP, while you fight your way to us. _Official_ personnel count for Ever Vigilant is about two thousand individuals, though only a quarter of those are combat personnel."

Yes, "official", the Chief thought to himself. That was always the key word in these situations. There could always be more, and with ONI, just because a person wasn't in battle armor, didn't mean they weren't dangerous. There were also non-organic defenses such as blast doors, automated turrets, and a myriad of other obstacles (many of which were not likely to be on the official schematics). Still, he and the rest of the teams had some trump cards of their own, trump cards that would hopefully cause anyone not as fanatical as a Sangheili Zealot to realize they were beaten and to stand down.

The briefing went on for a few more minutes as the teams coordinated down to the most minute detail what they were supposed to do if things went according to plan, and what they would need to do if and when things started to unravel. The Master Chief felt the spike of adrenaline that came with knowing that he was about to deploy. He let out a short breath as the groups broke and double checked their gear one final time. 117 secured his laser weapon and doubled checked his armor modules. Sentinel gave him a sit-rep on his armor as well. Everything was green across the board.

Captain Dare and her team left to head for the airlock, and the Master Chief narrowed his gaze behind his visor. He remembered a saying that he'd learned in one of his military history lessons: Alea iacta est. It seemed apt. One way or another, the die had indeed been cast, and there was no turning back from this.

* * *

><p>Captain Dare walked up through the thirty meter long docking collar between the <em>Leviathan <em>and the _Ever Vigilant_. The armored doors at the far end hissed open, and she handed over her datapad to the security operators as she walked through. The head security officer looked over the readout, and gestured for the security teams to retrieve the various baggage and supplies that she'd brought with her, and waved for her and her team to move up through a scanner corridor, an open topped passageway ringed with X-Rays, infrared, and other, more exotic scanning mechanisms.

Automated weaponry and ONI security personnel tracked her and her escorts as they moved down the corridor. She found it somewhat amusing that they were running so many scanners over her and her team while they were openly brandishing assault rifles. It made sense, though, she knew. She'd been with the Office of Naval Intelligence for nearly thirty years now, and it was never the overt displays of force that you were worried about. It was what was hidden, what you _couldn't_ see, that you had to worry about, especially when the "guests" you were receiving weren't scheduled to be here today.

At the end of the corridor, she depolarized her visor and took off the gauntlet on her right hand. A retinal scanner checked her eyes, while her voice was also analyzed for confirmation that she was who she said she was. Last but not least was a DNA sample. It was something that followed for each and every member of her team. It took them twenty minutes to get through while the security teams pawed through bags, finding only data-pads and translator devices.

"What's all this for?" the security team leader, a Sergeant whose name and CSI failed to pop up on when Dare scanned him.

"Instruments for communicating with the Huragok onboard this station as well as instructions for the Admiral and camera drones for the purpose of recording this station's personnel during battle-readiness drills. FLEETCOMM wants to make certain that their most important intelligence installation is prepared, and more importantly from my position, make certain that you know how to properly take care of the Huragok during battle."

"Captain, we don't-" he started to say, before Dare summoned her best glare and looked over at the man.

"Have me as scheduled to be here today? I am aware of that, Sergeant. It rather defeats the purpose of an unscheduled inspection if I call to let you know I'm coming." Behind her, she heard Dutch and Mickey both snigger.

"But-"

"Sergeant," she didn't yell or bark; she spoke very softly, barely above a whisper. "The Storm will not be sporting enough to give you a three day warning before they jump in-system and start shooting the place up. Nor was the Didact kind enough to try and coordinate with the UNSC's calendars to make sure we were ready for his little rampage. A swarm of Flood will not send an envoy to see if August 21, 2572 is a good date to decide the fate of Earth. Our enemies will _not_ call in advance to make sure you're properly battle-ready, so _I_ will not either."

The Sergeant took a step back, his face flushed red with embarrassment behind his depolarized visor. He swallowed and licked his lips, before he nodded his head. "I… understood, ma'am." He turned to face the team behind the primary security checkpoint. A sigh left the man's lips and he shook his head. "Their clearance checks out, let them through."

"Very good, Sergeant," Dare kept her voice curt as she moved to pick up her supplies and motioned for Buck's team to do the same. "Just let us do our jobs and we'll be out of your hair as quickly as possible."

The man said nothing, but merely nodded his head. Dare repolarized her visor and headed towards the center of the station. Step one was down. Now it was time for obfuscation.

* * *

><p>The Captain prepared herself as she made her way down the corridor towards where their primary objective lay. It had taken a few hours to run through the motions of their official purpose for being here. She'd interviewed a number of Huragok to make sure they were being properly treated and that none of the personnel had been acting unprofessionally towards them, watched the ONI personnel run through battle-readiness drills, and seen how the troops onboard the station treated the Engineers during combat drills. Now, it was time for her and her team to move on to the next phase of the plan.<p>

Outwardly, Dare was able to exude the same calm, cool, "always in control" body language and demeanor that one would expect for a woman that had stared death in the face and cheated the Grim Reaper more times than any one individual had a right to. Inwardly, she knew that she would need that demeanor more than ever in order to get close to the Admiral. From the moment she'd stepped on this station, she had felt Black Box's electronic eyes upon her, watching for signs and clues, studying her like a book. She could feel that gaze intensify as she approached the final security checkpoint. Osman was paranoid and a control freak, like everyone else that had ever held the position of Head of the Office of Naval Intelligence. It made sense, she supposed. In such a position, you had dirt on everyone, knew just about everything there was to know about everyone in the UNSC and what was going on behind the scenes. And everyone knew it. While no one had ever come after the CINC of ONI, either out of a belief that such infighting was beneath them and detrimental to the UNSC, or because they felt that if they were ever to do so, they might get a visit in the night by a team of ONI spooks or inconvenient closet doors might open, there was always that chance. Always the chance that someone might be stupid enough, might be driven enough, or ambitious enough to have an eye on your position.

Perhaps that was just one more reason that it was past time to clean house down here.

Regardless, Captain Dare knew that she was going to be dealing with an individual that might space her the moment she suspected something was amiss. She could not give Serin Osman any suspicion that she was here for any purpose other than delivering a "For Eyes Only" message from Lord Hood. A group of four ONI security troops, assault rifles held tightly against their chests, stood next to the security checkpoint.

"One at a time, through the terminal. All non-essential equipment stays here with us." The team leader, a Staff Sergeant, said. As with all the security personnel that she'd encountered so far, his CSV and identity were blacked out. The Captain nodded, and proceeded through the checkpoint, setting down everything, including the "package" that she was to deliver to the Admiral.

The package, and her team's weapons moved along the conveyor belt and the scanners as the Captain herself stepped through the security terminal, followed by Buck and his team. The Staff Sergeant stepped in front of her suddenly and gestured towards her sidearm.

"I said that all non-essential equipment stays here with us," he said, his voice soft.

"UNSC regulations Section 769.2-A, subsection F—" she started, quoting a regulation that allowed an special UNSC personnel to remain armed in otherwise restricted areas.

"Don't apply out here," the man fired back, reaching down taking her sidearm and handing it off to one of the other security troopers. "You want to see the Admiral? No guns. No knives. Not even a toothpick. Am I clear?"

Dare stared at him for a moment, and though both of their faces were hidden, she could sense his eyes narrowing, as though daring her to challenge his authority. She cocked her head to one side, keeping her body language as neutral as she could. It was a fine line that she had to walk. She had to submit to his authority, but not in a way that might make her seem nervous or overly cowed, as though she had something to hide. At the same time, she could not give a sense of arrogance or appear overconfident. That might tip her hand.

Finally, she gave a curt nod and gestured to Buck and Rook. The two stepped forward as another security trooper opened up her package and looked at the datapad that was inside of it. He tried to power it up, and it hummed softly and powered up for a few couple seconds, before the screen flashed red and then it powered back down.

"You forget to charge your batteries?" the Staff Sergeant asked.

"Gene-locked, the information on that pad is for the Admiral's eyes only. Orders straight from Lord Hood," she said. The Staff Sergeant frowned and looked over to the man holding it, who was running another scanner over it.

"It's clean sir, and there's a DNA, retinal, and fingerprint scanner on the side," the other security officer said.

"Fine. It goes in." He turned back and looked at Dare. "Make it fast. The Admiral's time's important."

"I assure you, wasting Admiral Osman's time is the last thing I wish to do." Dare said, before she moved forward, Buck and Rook a couple of steps behind her.

Dutch, Mickey and Romeo remained behind, and Dutch nodded towards the Staff Sergeant. Dare didn't have to see his face to know that there was an eager smirk on it, hidden by his helmet. She had confidence in the heavy weapons expert, even if he was too eager for a fight half the time. The blast doors in front of her opened up and she strode forward.

Osman's command room was relatively spartan in nature, rather appropriate, Dare couldn't help but think. It was about thirty feet around, circular in shape, with a pair of security troopers at the door. Serin Osman gazed up from her many computers as Captain Dare entered. Buck and Rook stopped a few feet after they entered the room and assumed a parade rest stance, while Dare continued forward.

"Ahhhh, Captain Veronica Dare," Osman said, leaning forward and clasping her hands together. There was a soft grin on her face, but it didn't reach her eyes. "What brings Hood's errand girl all the way out here? Aside from tying up my assets with pointless posturing to determine how battle ready we are and making certain that we treat the Huragok nicely?"

"Orders from FLEETCOMM," Dare said, holding up the data pad.

Osman's eyes narrowed slightly and the smile became a tight lipped frown. "And here I was hoping that enough of my time had already been wasted." She growled, and gestured for the Captain to bring it forward. "Hood couldn't have just sent me whatever the hell he wanted on a secure link?"

"No ma'am, I'm sorry. He wanted to be sure there was no chance of compromise," Dare shook her head as she approached, and showed no outward reaction to the Admiral's tone.

"I'm certain whatever it is must be _very_ important then," Admiral Osman's voice was neutral, and Dare wasn't certain if she was being sarcastic or not. She didn't care at the moment. Within seconds, this op would either be blown or have the most difficult part under way.

She walked up to the front of the desk and handed it over to the Admiral. Dare held her breath as the target placed her hand on the DNA and fingerprint scanner and looked into the retinal one. A half second passed, and a confirmation tone came from the security devices.

The data-pad came to life, and then there was a tremendous flash of light as the screen erupted with a blinding luminosity and harsh, gargling white-noise screamed out of its speakers. As Osman's face transformed from annoyance to confusion to a mask of pain in a fraction of a second, Veronica lunged forward and grabbed Serin around the neck, slamming her face first into her desk and dragging the stunned woman across it. There was a sickening "crunch" as Osman's nose was broken and blood went everywhere. At the same time a part of Dare's ODST gauntlets flew off and specialized compartments den inside of sensor proofed sections of the armor opened up. Compressed air blew minute sensor scrambling devices into the air to take out Black Box's electronic sight and force him to reboot his camera systems while she sent her signal to Dutch and the others. The data-pad itself also sent out a high-powered broadcast signal as Buck and Rook blurred into action.

The two guards were already raising their rifles to shoot, but Buck and Rook, genetically augmented and hardened by years of warfare against the genocidal Covenant, were faster. CNT needles emerged from their gauntlets as they swatted down the men's rifles and stabbed them in the neck. The needles injected a potent cocktail of toxins derived from the curare plant and other such muscular inhibitors and rifles dropped from nerveless fingers as the paralytic poison went to work and everything from the guards' fingers to their eyes and lungs seized up.

Osman struggled and fought back despite being nearly blinded by the impromptu flash-bang and the disorientation and pain of the Captain's attack. Dare ducked out of the way of a wild right hook and caught a left cross in the palm of her hand. The impact rocked up her hand and through her shoulder, and the ONI Captain grunted. Osman's muscles bulged under her uniform and her arms tensed like coiled springs, but Dare knew how to handle this situation. She twisted about, reaching out and grabbing the other woman around the scruff of the neck. She wrenched the Admiral's left arm behind her back, slipped her hand up inside the crook of the elbow, and _pulled._ There was a wet "crack-pop" and Osman bit back a scream as her shoulder was violently dislocated.

While this was happening, Buck and Rook had secured the security troopers' fallen rifles and dashed towards Osman's desk. As Dare slammed her kneecap into the other woman's back and produced a set of zip-ties to tie her hands behind her back, the two ODSTs mantled over the desk and opened up more hidden compartments on their armor, pulling out A.I. data-chips and beginning to slide them into access ports. Black Box could be anywhere on this station, and Dare had little doubt that ONI's "top dog" A.I. would be more than able to compensate for their little bit of stage magic in here. The only way to stop him from deploying automated defenses and neutralizing everyone or the like would be for them to swarm him with other UNSC A.I.s and to drop something on his plate that he would have no choice but to prioritize over her team.

As the A.I.'s went to work, the signal that the activated data-pad had sent to the Section Zero A.I.s on the _Leviathan_ had already been processed and distributed to the parties in charge of the next phase of the plan. "Clean Sweep!" she growled, and then started to read Osman her rights.

* * *

><p>Lance Corporal Thomas Reynolds monitored the local slip-space traffic at his station. He was six hours into a nine hour shift, and desperately wishing that he had some more coffee on hand. His station monitor flickered and began to beep as he got a feedback alert large enough that it was automatically routed to Black Box. Reynolds looked over at it as the computer systems pulled it up and gave him a profile and data readouts. His eyes widened and he sucked in a breath, flipping open a transparent panel covering the so-called "panic button." Ten objects were emerging from slip-space less than forty thousand kilometers away from the station. Even if the proximity hadn't been cause for alarm, the fact that they'd moved in fast enough not for him to get any more of a warning than this could only mean one thing. While he'd never actually done battle with them, there was no mistaking the sleek lines and elegant curves of the ships that were popping back into reality a proverbial stone's throw from <em>Ever Vigilant<em>.

Alarms began to blare through the station as he slammed his fist down on the panic button. "Jesus!" he swore, before he shook his head and tried to get a hold of himself. "Covenant ships! Covenant ships coming into real-space," there was a flurry of activity, an strange, organized chaos as he called out what Black Box was already broadcasting to everyone's computer terminals. "Reading ten ships, nine CCS class battlecruisers and an assault carrier!" Horror welled up inside of him. This station wasn't known to the Separatists that were loyal to Thel 'Vadum, and forty thousand kilometers was about one-twentieth the maximum range of the weapons on a CCS class cruiser. Any moment now, he expected a barrage of plasma torpedoes and pulse-laser fire to slam into the shields of the station.

Two or three seconds passed before a second alert came through. More slip-space ruptures, an even larger group, but coming from the opposite direction. Confusion, relief, and a myriad of other emotions coursed through Reynolds as his hands twitched and sweat formed on his brow. What the hell was going on here?

* * *

><p>From his secure location within <em>Ever Vigilant<em>, Black Box monitored the station. Thousands of electronic eyes and subroutines monitored personnel and the Admiral, looked over slip-space readouts and double checked calibrations of the station's defensive weaponry. He'd sprung into action microseconds after he'd analyzed what the Captain was doing, and reached the conclusion that some sort of assassination or arrest attempt was underway. Defensive weaponry was already sliding out of its mountings when his internal sensors for the Command Room went dark. The A.I. snarled and started a reboot sequence to try and clear up the interference. While he could fire blind and perforate every organic target in the room based off last known location, there was always the chance, however slim, that he might hit Admiral Osman. His core programming forbade such activities, forcing him to take the long route and wait until he could get visual confirmation on his targets before engaging.

He was halfway through the reboot cycle when a myriad slip-space feedbacks were shunted to him. Ten readings, close range, profiles matching known Covenant or Separatist capital class vessels. That was a priority alpha matter, and his programming compelled him to temporarily abandon Osman to begin orienting _Ever Vigilant's_ external weaponry and bring excess power to the station's shields in preparation for the plasma torpedo and pulse laser onslaught that was sure to begin at any moment.

The expected attack didn't come, and the A.I. felt confusion, zooming in cameras and long range sensor nodes. He acquired a visual approximately three real-time seconds after the ships emerged from slip-space and began to acquire shooting solutions. He searched for everything that he could think of. Power spikes, the telltale buildup of energy along the ships' lateral lines, even a swarm of hundreds of Seraph class heavy fighters from the assault carrier in the center of the formation. Nothing happened. What the hell was going on here?

He felt a sensation akin to a scratching in the back of his mind and directed one of his subroutines towards it. To his surprise, there was another entity in the secure systems, locking down the mainframe and physically disconnecting it from the handful of executive physical links it had. He triple checked to make certain it wasn't a false positive, and not only did his subroutines confirm the presence of an unauthorized smart A.I., it confirmed the presence of three… no four…

With a sensation that might have been described as horror, Black Box realized the deception. He switched over to a full electronic warfare mode and began to prepare for the battle even as the myriad of other A.I.s finished sealing him off from the mainframe. Orders to stand down came from the intruders as they delivered encrypted protocols and messages to him. Hood himself was behind this, it seemed. Black Box spent a few nanoseconds contemplating what to do, but he knew it was nothing but stalling on his part. His programming compelled him with loyalty to ONI and to Osman… which might as well have been the same thing. The information on those archives had to be secured or purged, one of the two. He tried to ignore yet more close proximity slip-space breach warnings, but found himself torn and overwhelmed by millions of decisions that he would have to make at the same time that he would have to do battle with an ever increasing number of hostile A.I.s plugged directly into Admiral Osman's command consoles.

He began splitting his core routines; spinning off copies of himself as he shunted as much of the load to the secondary A.I.s as he could, and with the electronic equivalent of a growl, hurled himself at the intruding A.I.s with the expressed intent of deleting them from his systems.

* * *

><p>Captain Lasky clasped his hands behind his back and nodded his head as the order came to his personal terminal, relayed from the <em>Leviathan<em> over an ultra-secured channel. "Roland, now!" he barked.

His A.I. didn't say anything, but the _Infinity_ lurched forward, along with its escorts. The bridge crew was huddled at their stations, and the data-streams from the escort ships revealed much the same thing. Lord Hood had been worried about possible leaks of the operation getting back to Osman, and so no one really knew what was going on just yet. They were under the impression that this was merely one of several shake down maneuvers to make certain that the _Infinity's _repairs after Requiem were up to snuff. They were quite surprised when the slip-space jump was over before they had time to blink.

Lasky nodded his head. _Infinity_ had come in close to _Ever Vigilant_, within ten thousand kilometers. This proximity would hopefully create a little bit of additional confusion as well as act as an intimidation factor once the station realized what the _Infinity's _real purpose was. There was also the more pragmatic effect of it bringing the station well inside of point-defense weapons range, which would enable them to swiss-cheese any hidden escape vessels before they could make a getaway.

"Roland, open comms. with _Point of No Return_ and the rest of the fleet and send the crew their new orders," Lasky said, his voice calm despite his nervousness. One way or another, history was being made today and deep down, a part of him couldn't help but wonder at what was being set in motion here, what would be the end result of it all. "And get me a shooting solution on _Point of No Return_ just in case their captain's a little more suicidal than expected." That last order got several dozen confused and alarmed gazes thrown at him from his bridge crew and from Commander Palmer.

"Already on it," Roland said. In nanoseconds, the Captain's orders had been carried out, broadcasting through the myriad of work stations. Official UNSC "Beyond Top Secret" icons appeared and flashed over the screens before Lord Hood's orders manifested. Hushed whispers and more than a few curses filled the air, gazes filled with shock and disbelief falling on Captain Lasky as Roland confirmed a shooting solution on the Prowler.

"Attention, _UNSCS Point of No Return_, this is _UNSCS Infinity, _on orders of UNSC High Command and the UEG, you are hereby ordered to power down your weapon systems and reactors, and you are to remain at your posts until otherwise notified. You have thirty seconds to begin to comply. If you fail to do so, we _will_ open fire on you."

"Respectfully, Captain Lasky, what the hell are you doing?" came the response from Captain Lowell, the commander of the Prowler. "There's a goddamned Covenant fleet that just popped out of nowhere and—"

"We're here on orders to lock this station down and assume control of it." Lasky said. "Our orders come straight from Lord Hood and the President of the UEG, you should be receiving them now. As long as you comply, the Separatists will not open fire on you."

"You really expect me to believe that?"

"You're really in no position to argue," Roland spoke up. "So you can either power down and take the chance that the Separatists will blow you to smithereens, or you can keep powering up and be faced with the _certainty_ that _we_ will blow you to smithereens. Because let me tell you, my track record for obliterating slow moving or immobile targets is pretty good." There was a moment's pause. "Oh, and you now have ten seconds to begin to comply. Just so you know."

Another two seconds passed, and power levels onboard the corsair began to drop. Lasky nodded to himself and let out a breath that he didn't know he's been holding, before passing on orders to the helmsman.

He opened up a comm. channel with the leading Separatist vessel and the image of an armored Sangheili, sitting in the middle of a Separatist bridge, appeared in one of his monitors. Thel 'Vadumm leaned forward in his command channel.

"_Concordant Dawn_, this is _Infinity_," Lasky said. "We're in position, _Point of No Return_ is complying with our demands and our teams are beginning their ingress."

"Good," the Arbiter said. "We will remain on station is case your rogue Admiral has any surprises up her sleeves. In the meanwhile, good hunting."

"We'll keep you advised," Tom said, and looked down at the mission feed from the Spartan Teams that were stacking up in the _Leviathan_'s airlock. The first part of this little house-cleaning project was going well… now the rest was up to the Master Chief. The Spartan had the hard part. "As for hunting, well, Osman's actions have brought a particularly nasty element down on her." He couldn't resist a soft smile as it occurred to him that it was entirely possible that Thel didn't realize who was back from the dead, so to speak.

There was a look of mild confusion and bemusement on the Sangheili's face. Lasky's response was to press a button on his console and a full color hologram of a Spartan in green Mjolnir armor appeared at his station, complete with rank and designation.

Despite the gravity of the situation, the absolutely dumbfounded look on Thel's face made Lasky nearly laugh out loud.

* * *

><p>"Clean sweep."<p>

The words echoed through the encrypted comm. channel that Blue and Crimson Teams were using and the eight Spartans exploded into action. They rushed out of the _Leviathan's _airlock and stormed down the corridor towards the station. ECM Jammers came online, scrambling security cameras and sensors. The very act would alert the ONI security teams that _something_ was coming at them, but they wouldn't know what exactly.

It was a thirty meter distance, and an armored blast door stood between the Spartans and their goal. Ordinarily, it would have required more than dozen breaching charges to get through something like that. The Master Chief merely raised the M-7 Spartan Laser he was carrying. He lined up and squeezed the trigger. Armor melted and exploded outwards as chunks the size of a man's torso were ripped out and huge clouds of acrid, toxic steam filled the air. The weapon struck three more times in the course of two seconds, and the door virtually disappeared. 117 could hear men and women screaming in confusion and hurling themselves away from the door as he and his team charged through steam that would have seared the flesh off the bones of an unprotected human.

He slung the M-7 back over his shoulder and drew the APR-1 he was carrying. Time to put those upgrades Virgil had installed to good use. As one, he, Kelly and Fred raised their left arms and cradled their laser rifles with their right. Shimmering walls of hard-light appeared in front of them as they stormed into the security checkpoint.

ONI security scrambled. Those that weren't on the ground frantically scrabbling to get away from the door and the intense heat and scalding steam were trying to assess the situation. Some raised weapons and fired, others dove behind consoles, and still others were frozen, their bodies locking up in confusion as they simultaneously received alerts of the Separatist fleet, the arrival of the _Infinity's _task force, and the realization that what had just kicked in the door was a team of power armored super-humans. All the while, Spartan-Time gave 117 and his siblings ample time to observe and choose the best course of action. The security teams appeared to be moving as though they were trapped in waist-deep mud and tungsten rounds seemed to crawl through the air as 117 worked in tandem with Sentinel to prioritize threats.

Bullets pinged and deflected off of the hard-light shields as heavy, automated weapons deployed from the ceiling and began to spit hypersonic slugs of tungsten at them. Forty-millimeter kinetic kill vehicles thudded against the shield and slammed into walls and ceilings. Those were the priority threats, and they had to be neutralized before the ricochets killed the security troopers or obliterated one of the consoles they needed intact. The three Spartans opened fire on those, crimson laser pulses filling the air with crackling whines as the railguns exploded or melted into super-heated slag. A few rounds managed to slip past the hard-light and slammed against the Master Chief and his shield bar dropped to 80% as the anti-material rounds thudded against the floor, several of them shredded into pieces by the violent collision against the force-fields of the Mjolnir armor.

058 and Crimson-Lead stormed in behind them, taking advantage of the confusion among the security teams. They leveled MA6's loaded with high-caliber stun rounds and amidst the thunder of railgun slugs and the whining of laser pulses, the sharp, staccato cracks of the assault rifles could be heard. Security troopers fell left and right as Linda and Richards pumped rounds into their targets. Out of the corner of his eye, the Master Chief could see a security trooper lunging for a manual panic button. His neural link sent a command to his armor as he shifted about slightly, vaporizing another defensive turret as he stuck his left arm out towards the man. The trooper froze as the constraint field formed around him, and a flick of 117's wrist sent him caterwauling through the air and into a wall on the far side of the room. The trooper fell to the floor with a groan and remained where he was.

The rest of Crimson Team came through and more stun rounds ripped through the air. The few resisting members of the security teams dropped as others began to throw down their weapons and raised their hands into the air. The Master Chief's motion tracker and HUD were showing fewer and fewer hostile threats as he destroyed one of the few remaining railgun turrets and began to sprint towards the primary communications console.

A few more shots from his teams and all resistance ceased. The entire fight, from the moment that they'd begun breaching until the final defensive measure had been neutralized, had taken ten and a half seconds. The Spartan vaulted over the console and quickly ducked down behind it. He pulled out Sentinel's chip and inserted the A.I. into the system. While there were no command functions that could be accessed from such a remote part of the station, and all vital data catches were going to be hard-access only, there _was_ a P.A. system built into this place. More than anything right now, that was what he needed. The personnel on this station were going to be confused and panicky, and if he didn't act fast, one of them was inevitably going to do something stupid.

It meant losing the element of surprise to some degree, but in this case, that was a worthwhile tradeoff for dispelling that confusion and getting the bulk of the security personnel to stand down. Between his own hacking skills and Sentinel's abilities, it took him only moments to get into the system.

"We have audio to the entire station, and I've managed to get a visual link to most of the primary command areas." Sentinel said. "Black Box is fighting back, but he's distracted right now, the appearance of the Separatists and the other A.I's swarming him are slowing him down."

"See if you can pinpoint his physical location," the Master Chief said, before he activated the P.A. system. There was the crackling of the comm. coming online, and the console camera focused on him as his image was suddenly broadcast throughout _Ever Vigilant_.

"Attention all UNSC and ONI personnel onboard _Ever Vigilant_," he said. "This is Master Chief Petty Officer of the Navy, Spartan-117. Remain calm and stay at your posts. On orders of Lord Admiral Terrance Hood, pursuant to UNSC Protocol 215.689 Section 2-D, we are here with a warrant for the arrest of Admiral Serin Osman. The Admiral stands accused of misappropriation of UNSC special warfare assets, unlawful circumvention of UNSC command protocols, alteration and falsification of UNSC special warfare orders and AARs, and the attempted murder of UNSC and UEG personnel." He paused for a moment to let that sink into the personnel hearing him. "Under UNSC Protocol Alpha-Six-One-Seven, this station is under lockdown and its data-caches are to be seized pending an official investigation. Any who attempt to interfere with our mission will be treated as accessories to the Admiral's crimes. Any who open fire on my teams will be treated as enemy combatants and dealt with accordingly."

With that he cut off the feed and pulled Sentinel. He slid the A.I. back into his slot and signaled for Blue and Crimson Teams to fall in. Additional ODST and Marine security teams from the _Leviathan_ would hold the ingress point and begin the process of securing the rest of the station. For now they had a detained package to pick up and escort to a holding cell.

* * *

><p>Private First Class Paul Michaels was hastily strapping on armor, sealing his helmet, and trying to prepare himself to beat back what he was certain was going to be a Covenant incursion, his mind trying to quell the rising tension at the realization that there was a Covenant fleet parked outside the space station. He blinked sweat out of his green eyes, his throat dry and cracking. He'd been too young to fight in The War, and had signed up about a year before the New Phoenix incident. The thought of actually facing the monsters that had nearly driven Humanity to extinction was an unsettling one, to say the least. His hands trembled as he loaded his rifle and visions of a "purist" Sangheili or an enraged Jiralhanae bearing down on him, baying for his blood, filled his mind.<p>

He heard the P.A. system crackle to life and the holo-tank at the far end of the armory came online. He'd been expecting to see a picture of the Admiral, or of Captain Roberts, the head of security. Instead he saw the image of a giant clad in a suit of green and black armor. His eyes widened as he recognized a Spartan. A voice came over the speakers. It was a voice that he remembered from press releases and sound-bites, the voice of a man that had been held up as the thrice savior of Humanity, an individual that had become a living legend. A man, a hero, so lethal in battle that the Covenant, the monsters that had pushed Humanity to the very brink of oblivion, had come to regard him as the physical manifestation of the Angel of Death.

Michaels looked back and forth at the rest of his unit, watching as the faces of the men and women in it mirrored his own. Confusion, disbelief, uncertainty, and a hundred other emotions were written on their visages as the Spartan-II announced who he was, and why he was here. Michaels had never met with the Admiral personally. He'd seen her once or twice, from a distance, watched her chew out an officer over the comm. or a vid-screen, but he couldn't say that he knew her. Was it possible, what the Spartan was saying? That she'd committed what were tantamount to war-crimes? That she'd acted against the UNSC in a time when it was still trying to rebuild and lick its wounds from a three decade long war of extermination? Surely… surely that wasn't possible? Yes, ONI had its underhanded methods, its "cloak and dagger tactics" as Sergeant Dax, his squad leader, had often said… but it had the UNSC's best interests at heart. It had to. Right? That was what they'd been told from the first day that they'd been sent out here. That's what they were supposed to be doing. Protecting Humanity from the shadows, doing what was necessary.

"Any who attempt to interfere with our mission will be treated as accessories to the Admiral's crimes. Any who open fire on my teams will be treated as enemy combatants and dealt with accordingly."

The hologram terminated a moment later, only to be replaced by a holographic image of an arrest warrant bearing the official seal of FLEETCOMM and Admiral Hood's signature. Michaels felt a jittery breath slip past his teeth and he tried to force himself to swallow, his lips suddenly felt dry. He'd been trained to fight the enemies of Humanity, of the UNSC. Covenant. Insurrectionists. Pirates. Even a few training simulations against the Flood and the Prometheans. But there had never been a training simulation for something like _this_. If what the Master Chief had said was true, the Admiral might have been guilty of treason, during what was ostensibly still a time of war. But was he telling the truth? What was going on here? Who did he trust, what was he supposed to do?

"Come on!" he heard Sergeant Dax's voice growl. He was a mountain of a man, just a hair below two meters in height, and more than one person had joked that he'd obviously been getting a little gene tweaking on the side, given his build. "Get your asses kited up and make for that security checkpoint! If we hurry, we can head them off and drive them back!"

"Are you insane?" it was Sergeant Kelly, one of the other squad leaders. She marched up towards the man, her eyes narrowed. "Didn't you hear what was just said?"

"Yeah," Dax's voice was cold, uncompromising, dangerous. "I heard that there's a Covenant fleet parked outside our station, and that we've got intruders onboard. Now get your squad in gear and get ready to repel their asses!"

"A Covenant fleet _and_ the Infinity," Kelly fired back. "And they're not shooting each other to pieces… Something's going on here. Something way the hell bigger than us, Dax." She tapped a gauntleted finger against his chest armor.

"So you're going to let someone waltz in and take over the most important ONI installation in the entire goddamned galaxy because of one hologram, one speech, and a fancy looking picture," he gestured towards the warrant that was on display. "An A.I. could conjure that up in a nanosecond, and for all we know, Hood's decided he wants to be king of the mountain again!" He leaned down at her. "So get you and your squad out there with mine or I'll make sure the Admiral tosses you out the nearest airlock when this is all over!"

Kelly was silent for a moment, and Michaels actually wondered if she was backing down, but then she shook her head. "Your funeral, Dax. We're still in a war state, which means as far as the military goes, Lord Hood _never stopped being _king of the goddamned mountain. And even if this _isn't _a legit op, you're still talking about taking a bunch of regular security troops out to fight Sierra-117, the Master-_fucking-_Chief!" She made a deliberate show of flicking her rifle's safety on and walking back towards her squad, who were all standing at their stations, unmoving.

"Never figured you for a coward. Guess you don't have any balls after all." Dax sneered as he finished grabbing some grenades from a dispenser rack.

"Maybe, but at least I'm not thinking with them all the time," Kelly fired back. "You're going to take what, twenty men and women, out to face the most dangerous soldier in Humanity's Special Forces? A guy who takes on Jiralhanae Chieftains and the goddamned _Flood_, blows them to teeny, tiny pieces," she held her left thumb and forefinger about an inch apart, "and calls it just another day in the office? You've got what, a few dozen assault rifles, and a few concussion grenades? You _really_ think that'll stop a Spartan on the warpath?"

Michaels had to admit, he sort of agreed with Sergeant Kelly on that last bit. A shudder worked its way down his spine. He'd grown up on the stories of the Spartans. The Master Chief and his legendary "Blue Team." The headlines had trumpeted their successful missions, where they'd obliterated Covenant armies, rescued civilians trapped behind enemy lines, taken on impossible odds, kicked the proverbial Devil in the balls and lived to boast about it. He knew that a lot of it had to be propaganda, the UNSC focusing on something, _anything,_ to distract the populace from the constant defeat and the fact that Humanity was losing, on average, two planets a month during the war. But if even only half the stuff that they'd talked about was true (to say nothing about the Halo installations), well… and that wasn't even considering the fact that the latest generation Mjolnirs were supposed to require multiple shots from heavy anti-tank weaponry to crack them open. He gazed down at his rifle. The MA6 series was powerful, but it might as well have shot spitballs for all the good it would do him against what he would be facing if he went out there.

"You swore an Oath." Dax growled.

"I didn't swear an Oath to get the lives of my squad thrown away in some suicidal, doomed holding action defending Admiral Osman from the most dangerous thing in this system that walks on two legs, not when one side's tossing around accusations of war-crimes." Kelly said, as she leaned back against the wall of the armory. "If the Admiral doesn't like it, she can space me. But I won't get my people butchered in a battle where I don't know who's right, who's wrong, and where we won't make much of a difference."

"Traitor," he growled as he headed for the door. "Anyone who remembers their goddamned job is welcome to come with me. Everyone else… we'll sort out later."

Michaels looked around at the other members of his squad. He looked over at Lockheart, and she stared back at him. She nodded her head, and flicked her safety on. Toliver did the same. But there were others, like Lance Corporal Smith and PFC West, who fell in line with their Sergeant. All told, about two dozen security troopers from various squads moved to follow Dax. Michaels licked his lips behind his helmet. What did he do? Was it possible that this was all an elaborate diversion? An attempt to remove a rival or someone who might have unfortunate information on Admiral Hood—just about everyone knew that ONI kept files on UNSC senior officers, and Michaels had heard enough rumors about the information on those files to never even want to _touch _those things—and that by sitting here, doing nothing, he would allow an unlawful power grab by Admiral Hood? On the other hand, was it possible that the Master Chief had spoken the truth? That Osman was guilty of the crimes he'd accused her of, and that by joining in the defense, he'd be aiding and abetting a war criminal? To say nothing of throwing himself in the line of fire of an individual who had a body count with more than five zeros behind it?

He took a deep breath, and prayed that he was making the right decision as he flicked the safety of his rifle on, and stepped back deeper into the armory.

* * *

><p>Dare picked up a pistol from one of the fallen security officers as she unsealed the door leading into the Admiral's chambers. Outside, Dutch, Mickey and Romeo stood over a quartet of unconscious bodies and were hastily securing additional weaponry and administering anti-toxins.<p>

"Hurry up and get in here!" she hissed. While she believed that most of the station's personnel would stand down and comply with the official orders, there was no sense taking chances. With an escort of eight Spartans, transporting Osman was going to be a lot less likely to get… complicated… "And get the antidotes into those two," she gestured towards Osman's personal bodyguards. Her team was under orders to preserve the lives of UNSC personnel wherever possible, and if they didn't get an antidote in the next couple of minutes, those two would be looking at brain damage from oxygen deprivation.

The trio bolted back inside, dragging the unconscious security troopers with them, and Veronica sealed the door behind them. She heard a faint chuckle, laced with pain, and she looked down at Osman. Serin's face was impassive, but pale, her pupils dilated.

"I am thrilled to know that you find the fact that you're going to be spending the rest of your natural life in an eight by ten cell amusing," Dare said as Rook began lockdown procedures.

"You think…" another pain-laced laugh. "You think I haven't anticipated something like this, Captain? That I haven't contemplated the possibility of Hood forgetting his place and launching a palace coup against me?" her face twisted into a mask of cold hatred. "I assure you, Captain, I have trump cards here that will ensure that this," she gestured behind her back, "is nothing more than a temporary inconvenience."

The P.A. system crackled to life and she heard the Master Chief speak. Osman's face registered surprise as she heard him address her troops, openly telling them what was going on, but it was only momentary, gone in a flash, the mask back in place. Dare narrowed her eyes and walked over towards the other woman as the most of her team took up covering positions on the door while Dutch and Romeo covered Osman. There was a flash from the desk, and a battle-armored knight appeared on the hologram tank. The A.I. removed her helmet and looked up at the Commander.

"Captain Dare, most of the security troops are staying put, but I am detecting strange readings on some of the local sensors." The A.I., named Naobi, said. "Thermal and visual sensors are clean, but I'm still picking up movement."

"What kind?"

"Large and heavy, but moving fast. I'm detecting what appears to be thirteen or so independent movement signatures, but I could be wrong, there's jamming interference and Black Box is attempting to obstruct our collective efforts."

Dare's mind whirled and in moments reached a single conclusion: Mjolnir armor with an active stealth suite module. She powered up her comm., burning through some of the localized jamming.

"Blue-Lead, this is Custodes-Lead," she said.

"Blue-Lead here, go ahead."

"Most security teams are staying put, but the Package is playing a trump card, picking up at least thirteen movement signatures, reading negative on the thermal and the visual spectrums. Most likely a private S-IV defense force using camo mods."

"Affirmative," 117 responded. "We'll be ready for them."

Dare stared back down at Osman, and the woman's smirk had returned, and she started to laugh once again.

"An outdated relic and his aging siblings? That's what you brought with you? You think you can take _me_ down with a handful of brainwashed, obsolete wind-up toys?"

"I do have the Master Chief, yes," Dare crossed her arms over her chest. "But he's hardly the only thing I brought with me." The Captain's eyes narrowed behind her helmet. "I don't think you've really thought this through, Admiral. There's no scenario here where you win, no hypothetical outcome where you come out on top. Even if your S-IV's _do_ manage to overcome the most dangerous soldiers in Humanity's arsenal, get in here, and free you before I decide to put a bullet in your head. There's a Separatist task force and the _Infinity's _flotilla parked outside your little palace, with orders to annihilate anything that comes near this place or even looks like an escape pod or evacuation vessel. It's not just Hood that's after you. The entire UNSC is being put on notice, as is the UEG. As of five minutes ago, you became a _persona non grata_ to the entirety of civilized Human space." She leaned forward a bit, but still stayed well out of range of any attempted attacks that Osman might throw at her. "You. Have. Lost."

"Not yet!" Osman hissed, her eyes narrowed into slits.

"ONI-" Mickey started to say.

"I _am_ ONI!"

"Yeah, and that kind of attitude is exactly why your ass is getting bounced out of the command chair," Dutch growled, his weapon never leaving the Admiral. Osman shot him a look that could have blasted through a super-carrier, but Dutch didn't flinch. The Captain herself was tempted to shake her head. If nothing else, she was grateful that her ODST gear had recording instruments on it. At least they had a record of what all was happening in here and someone was bound to get a hoot out of it.

She focused her attention back on Naobi. "Naobi, status?" Dare asked.

"We're still facing resistance from Black Box and a few secondary A.I.s, but we are overcoming them. Blue Team and Crimson Team are uploading additional A.I.s as they're moving." The knight nodded her head. "We're locking them out, one system at a time, and forcing them to shut down, but they still have control over some of the primary systems."

"Mainframe status?"

"Secured for the moment."

The door behind Osman's desk opened and Dare moved inside. She still had a couple more A.I.s on her, and it was time for them to get that data copied and onto secure data drives that couldn't be corrupted if Black Box somehow wrested control back from them. There might be incriminating evidence of other illegal ONI activities, as well as dirt on other UNSC personnel. They needed to make certain who had done what, to purge them from command if necessary, or at the very least, keep an eye on them in case one of them decided to do something monumentally stupid.

"Keep that door covered while I get to work," she said.

"Affirmative, ma'am," Buck said, his team shifting about, Rook and Romeo moving back behind Osman's desk. It wouldn't provide much in the way of cover, but Osman's S-IV's, if they managed to breech the door, might be a little hesitant to shoot at Osman's personal work station and open fire on the ONI database.

* * *

><p>The Master Chief's eyes narrowed a fraction behind his visor. So that was 019's trump card. Her own personal S-IV team. Teams, he reminded himself. There were at least three fireteams, and those were just the ones that Dare had picked up. Thirteen total it was believed. Probably two standard teams and one heavy-weapons team. He admitted to himself that the implications were unsettling. Off the record super-soldiers weren't exactly a new trick up ONI's sleeve, Crimson Team's mere existence as S-III's was a testament to that fact, to say nothing of his own career. But actual confirmation of such a strike force… how many were there in total? Did Osman have more seeded throughout the UNSC? How had she acquired, armed, and equipped them? Questions to be answered later, he decided. For now, he sent a secured transmission back to the <em>Leviathan <em>and the _Infinity_ detailing that little revelation, and then his mind focused on the here and now.

Security teams that were still moving had been warned. They knew they would be treated as hostiles if they were outside of their designated posts, let alone if they attempted to intercept and attack him, his siblings, or Crimson Team. Which meant that there was nothing more to be gained by advertising their presence. Time to level the playing field.

He sent a series of encrypted signals to the others, and as one, the two teams faded from view. As the active camo set in, the Master Chief's eyes roamed over his HUD. The VISR tech built into the latest generation helmets could sense movement and could generate an image based on said movement; a rough, super-imposed outline of where it suspected a target was. Not as good as a true visual, but far and wide better than nothing at all; especially given the newer stealth suite modules tended to have jammers built into them.

Encrypted communications were relayed back and forth between the teams, code words and flashes as they checked their sensors and every possible nook, corner, and alcove. Enemy weapons were an unknown, so they would assume high power until proven otherwise (the reinforced nature of _Ever Vigilant's _internal walls meant that over-penetration and striking something critical was less of an issue than it might otherwise be). Likewise, the experience level of the enemy was unknown. He doubted that 019's personal troops had seen the sort of action that Blue or Crimson Teams had, but given they already had a numerical advantage, he would assume they were good enough to be a threat, he thought as he cranked the APR-1 up to maximum power.

It was far better to overestimate an enemy than underestimate him.

They took the time to stop and upload two more secondary support A.I.'s to try and overwhelm the local ONI defenses and try and secure the local motion trackers. Then they were on their way again.

As they moved, the Master Chief ran back through everything that he'd done over the past five days. All the training wargames with Crimson, Shadow, Majestic, and the other Spartan-IV teams. Everything he'd learned about them, what they could do, how they reacted when under fire and how they tried to counterattack when put into various situations. That knowledge was going to be critical in the coming fight.

There was a soft beeping from his HUD, and a message popped up from Ranger, one of the A.I.'s that they'd just uploaded. He had obtained control of the motion trackers of this section of the station, and was patching the information through to the two Spartan teams. He could see loads of jamming coming from a sector that was about one hundred meters in front of them, just behind a set of blast doors. It was a security checkpoint, the second-to-final one before Osman's command room. The Spartan sent some commands through his neural net and cross referenced the section with a map that he had. The checkpoint was a roughly diamond shaped room, about thirty meters at its widest, ten at its narrowest. There was one entrance, one exit, and the ONI S-IV's were doubtless going to be set up covering those points. They were waiting, he realized, to deal with him and his teams and then they'd move on Osman's location.

He reviewed the schematics, his enhanced brain processing the information faster than an ordinary human ever could. There was a cross shaped junction right behind the security checkpoint, that lead back to a barracks and an armory, with the main corridor going back another hundred and fifty meters towards the final security checkpoint. These S-IV's were entrenched and prepared for a static battle. The first thing to do would be to take their plan, shred it, and throw them into confusion and disarray. Once they'd done that, they could focus on taking them down quickly and ruthlessly, before they could manage any sort of reformation. A plan quickly began to form in the Master Chief's head, and he ran it by Sentinel.

"What do you think?" he asked the A.I.

"Well, it'll muss up the wallpaper, but somehow I don't think that's a concern right now. It should give us the element of surprise." 117 swore he could sense a bit of amusement in the A.I.'s voice and he felt a soft pain in his chest, imagining for a moment that the words were being spoken by a more feminine voice. He cast the pain aside.

He relayed orders via their encrypted signal flashes and a series of slow, deliberate gestures that he knew the teams' sensors would pick up. Crimson and Blue teams split at another cross shaped junction just before the checkpoint. Blue team went right, Crimson to the left. These paths, if they'd continued to follow them, would have led the teams to a mess hall and a medical bay, respectively. But they had no intention of following them any further than they had to. Instead, they went down until they were close to the middle of the security checkpoint room, with Blue Team just a bit further down than Crimson was.

The Master Chief attached his APR-1 to its magnetic holster and drew the M-7 Spartan Laser once more, orienting it to where the bolts would fly into the heart of where the hostile teams would most likely be, based off the movement signatures. He double checked the power cell: sixty-six percent. More than enough for what he had in mind. If the enemy had the only door in so heavily guarded that an assault through that door was going to be untenable, the best thing to do was to make your own ingress point. Time to do a little interior redecorating.

He sent the "go" signal to Crimson Lead, and Richards and he acted at the same time. His hard-light shield manifested in front of him and there was a soft whine from the M-7. A half second later, it unleashed its first bolt, and then another, and another. His motion tracker came alive with a mass of movement signatures, some false positives, others the genuine article, as he and Richards unleashed nearly a dozen shots between the two of them, creating a horrific cross fire of anti-material laser fire. When they were finished, three seconds after they'd started, there was a massive two and a half meter wide hole in both sides of the security checkpoint. Argon gas streamed down from automated fire suppression units as the Chief stormed in. 104 was just ahead and to his right, using his hard-light shield to cover 058 and 087 as they came in behind them, all of them firing at the renegades.

He could see the hazy golden outline of the ONI S-IV's through the streams of gas as they fell back and gave defilade covering fire, and the air was alive with M-7 and APR bolts, grenades, KKVs, explosive charges, and bullets. VISR mods kicked in automatically, filtering the plumes of freezing cold gas out of his sight as he and the others began tagging the enemy teams. Two corpses were already on the ground, more or less vaporized from the chest up, and 117 leveled the M-7 at a console that one of the surviving rogues was hiding behind and firing over, and the whining crack of a laser bolt split the air. The beam obliterated the console and washed over the lead S-IV, whose shields had already been damaged by the close proximity of the M-7's earlier attack. As the third beam struck home, the cloaked cyborg tried to run. He sprinted down towards the end of the room, firing back over his shoulder with a magazine fed, automatic grenade launcher. Grenades exploded around Blue Team, sending drops of white-hot incendiary material flying through the air, or super-heated shrapnel propelled by shaped charges. Some bounced off the hard-light shields or detonated harmlessly against them, and overall, 117's defenses weathered the storm with ease. Another bolt struck the fleeing S-IV and blew a massive hole straight through him. The S-IV collapsed and Sentinel confirmed a kill while the remaining ten rushed back out the back of the security checkpoint under a storm of fire.

All the while the A.I.s had been busy analyzing the renegades' weapon loadouts. There were a couple of MA6 carbines, but for the most part, the enemy teams were using much heavier weaponry: automatic grenade launchers, shotguns modified with sickle or drum magazines and explosive slugs, and three of the hostile S-IV's each carried a heavy M-99 Stanchion, the Master Chief noted. A handful of the static defenses that were still under Black Box's control were spinning up, and hypersonic slugs ripped through the air as laser bursts transformed some of the turrets into shrapnel and filled the air with a shower of super-heated sparks and metal.

Crimson Team continued their assault as well, a veritable sea of red colored death harrying the retreating S-IV's as they bolted down the corridor. Shields crumbled under the assault and some direct hits on the armor of one of the renegades blew a steaming hole in a shoulder pauldron, while another one's back armor warped and melted as a three round burst slammed into it. 117 began to shift to one side as a ceiling turret took a bead on him and angled his hard-light shield to intercept fire as best he could. Some of the KKVs still got through, though. One round slammed into his shoulder and a second one ripped through his M-7 before a burst from Fred's APR reduced the defensive turret to wreckage. The Master Chief let the destroyed Spartan Laser fall to the floor and drew his rifle as he mantled over a half-slagged security console. Black Box sealed the door behind the ONI Spartans as they fled out the door, shields crackling and armor explosively fragmenting under a barrage of laser fire, and the last couple of active defensive turrets were destroyed.

"Crimson-Lead," he barked, and gestured towards the door. Richards was already on it, orienting her M-7 on the blast door. "Sentinel, get Ranger and the others on those static defenses, I want them offline or on our side now!"

He got a beep of acknowledgement from the A.I.s, and a part of him distantly wondered what Black Box hoped to achieve by all of this.

Richards charged her weapon up as 117 relayed the ongoing information to Custodes-Lead. While he doubted that Dare and her associates had anything to worry about, on the off chance that over-penetration did occur, he didn't want a blue on blue happening. The exit door disintegrated as he and his teams charged forward. Most of the hostile S-IV's were already at the junction, using it as cover as they returned fire on their attackers. However a couple of the renegades were still out in the hallways, still vulnerable. Threat identifiers appeared on his HUD as a couple of the renegades hurled grenades and fired their weapons as they backpedaled down the corridor. As the cloaking fields covering the explosives dissipated, he recognized them as standard issue frag grenades. A by the book tactic, one that might be effective in buying time against normal infantry or assault troops… but against an opponent that was encased in powered combat armor and an energy shield like a Sangheili or a Spartan, it was a less than ideal choice.

He and Fred took point and hunkered down behind their hard-light shields for a moment as the grenades detonated. The large, glowing barriers blocked most of the white-hot fragments and the concussion waves and they were once again moving before the echo of the detonations had even begun to fade. Linda and Kelly fired from behind them, the light-speed pulses slamming into the two closest ONI troopers that were packing Stanchion rifles. However, both managed to get back behind cover before their defenses were compromised.

117 and his teams sent a combination of precision shots and suppression fire down the corridor, and the Chief noted that his cell-charge was down to about half of its maximum capacity. Graced by Spartan Time, he was also able to get a crystal clear picture of which troops bolted in which direction as they reached the junction. Six split off to the left, headed for the barracks, while the remaining four headed for the armory. Decades of battle experienced came to mind, and the Master Chief reached a conclusion on what to do in an instant. If they went after one group, they'd leave their backs exposed to getting flanked, or worse, hit by a hammer-and-anvil tactic. They'd have to split as well, and leave a rear guard just in case there were more teams.

"Crimson to the left, Blue to the right, Crimson-Lead, 058, cover our backs," he barked over the encrypted channel.

His teams carried out their instructions to the letter. They needed to stay on the offensive, keep the ONI S-IV's and whatever reinforcements they might get off balance and reeling, stop them from being able to get any sort of defensive strongpoint up and running. A soft warbling let him know that his hard-light shield was reaching its limits, the capacitors only having enough power to run it for about twenty seconds before it had to be shut down and allowed to recharge. He shut it down as he stacked up against the corner of the junction while Crimson-Two did the same thing opposite of him. Motion trackers were still alive with jamming, and it was growing more intense by the minute, despite Sentinel's attempts to keep it cleared up, and so he stuck the APR-1 around the corner, using the smart-link on the gun to check around the corner.

As the blueprints had indicated, the junction opened up about twenty meters further down, branching off into three paths, each leading to the various barracks and the like. It was clearly meant to allow Osman to rush additional reinforcements to her command room in the event of hostile incursion. Hopefully, most of the security troops would continue to heed his warning and stay where they were. If they didn't… well, he'd deal with them if that situation arose. As it stood, he had some renegades to put down.

At his signal, they began to pursue their opponents, ignoring the depowered defenses that now hung from the ceiling. Kelly, her shield fresh and unused, moved forward towards the next part of the junction, while he and Fred waited for their shields to recharge. Linda and Crimson-Lead hung back, their weapons trained down the corridor as the advanced guard moved forward. Kelly reached the junction, checked around it with her gun, and then bounded across the corridor. She waited two seconds, and then signaled for them to move forward.

He and 104 did so, racing up the corridor to the junction. The Master Chief reached the junction, and once more began to pick up the faint highlights of movement through the walls. He stuck his APR around the corner, aimed via the smart-link, and caught an S-IV that was exposed. He squeezed the trigger and sent a burst of pulsed laser fire down the corridor. Fast as the ONI Spartan might have been, she was no match for the speed of light, and caught the barrage square in the face. She ducked back around the corner as he and 104 started their advance.

"Blue-Lead, contacts incoming, make about twenty regular ONI security, coming from the second barracks." Linda's voice was cold and dispassionate.

"Neutralize them. Blue-Three, assist with mop up." He responded as he hunched down and moved forward.

"Roger." The two women said at the same time, and Kelly twisted to face down the new threat. As the door to the second barracks opened, the air came alive with sharp cracks from 087's laser rifle. The Master Chief had a split-second image of the lead trooper, a hulking brute of a man, as he caught a bolt straight in the head.

The man's helmet was explosively ripped apart and his head simply ceased to exist as steam and ash filled the air. Super-heated armor went everywhere and one man shrieked in agony as part of the lead soldier's helmet cut through his arm like a scythe. The stricken trooper's rifle started to fall to the ground as he clutched at his stump. The lead man's headless corpse started to topple to the ground in seeming slow motion as Linda and Kelly pressed the attack. The security troopers were already trying to scatter, but an S-II had reflexes that were more than an order of magnitude quicker. Five more fell to precision shots before the point man's corpse hit the deck.

An S-IV leaned out and began to unload a barrage of KKVs from her Stanchion rifle. The rifle was modified slightly, the Chief could see, designed to draw power directly from the Mjolnir armor that the Spartan was wearing. He raised his shield and fired around it as he advanced. A couple of slugs slipped through the gap between the hard-light barrier and the Spartan-II himself. 117 grunted as the rounds slammed into him and his shield bar dropped by ten percent. He shifted his stance slightly and fired a single shot from his APR-1. The bolt struck the M-99 and the railgun exploded violently. To her credit, the S-IV reacted with impressive speed, ducking back behind cover as another two bolts clipped her. She tossed the cable connecting her destroyed weapon to her armor aside and the Master Chief suspected she was pulling another gun as he and Fred thundered towards her and her comrades.

There should have been more return fire, though, he knew that much. As Linda and Kelly fired on the standard security forces from behind their cloaks, he ran his eyes over his HUD. There was plenty of jamming in the area, with all the false positives on his motion tracker, but there still should have been more return fire. One of the S-IV's fired around a corner, sending a barrage of grenades at him and Fred.

"Sentinel, I need eyes on—" he was cut off as he heard a hiss to his immediate right and saw part of the wall start to peel away. _Trap!_ His mind screamed to him. Thoughts became actions as the cyborg twisted about, flashing an alarm signal to 104 as he turned to face the new threat, keeping his shield angled as best he could to cover both the known threat and the one opening up before him.

He caught a flash of blue-white light and understood the danger instantly. One of these S-IV's had a plasma sword. Probably a trophy taken from a dead Sangheili. It didn't matter, though. The other Spartan lunged forward, blade coming in from below in a vicious uppercut. A previously inactive rail turret came to life and the Master Chief was forced to make a split second decision as anti-material rounds hammered at his shield. He kept the shield where it was and shifted about to try and minimize the damage the sword blow would inflict.

The energy blade hammered his shields, dropping them by a solid half as he shifted out of the way and dropped his APR to avoid having it get bisected by the inevitable backhand swipe. He contemplated using the constraint field to immobilize the S-IV, but decided against it. It wouldn't keep his adversary pinned long enough for his battered shields to recharge, nor could he incapacitate his foe, keep the hard-light shield up, and still go for his weapon. That left one other option: get inside of his foe's effective attack range. He shoulder charged the renegade Spartan, driving his fist into the man's chest and slammed him into the back of the alcove. The sword descended once more before the Chief got out of the line of fire of the rail turret. He shifted to the side as much as he could, deflecting the blow, but it was still enough to take out his depleted energy shield.

Alarms warbled in his helmet as secondary passive defenses that Virgil had installed activated. A dull orange glow enveloped the Mjolnir suit as supplemental hard-light armor phased into existence and his cloaking suite faded to feed more energy back into the recharge cycle. While not as effective as the shielding system itself, the hard-light battle armor afforded the Spartan-II a little bit of extra durability while his shields recharged themselves. He slammed the hard-light shield up against the S-IV's sword-arm, keeping it pinned against the wall as he rained down a ferocious series of lightning-fast blows on the renegade. The S-IV attempted to push back and to bring his knee up between 117's legs. John grunted at the impact and drove his right boot down on top of the S-IV's other foot, forcing his opponent further off balance as he smashed his fist up against the head of his adversary.

Distantly, he heard 104 destroy the ceiling turret and knew that he had to hurry. While these S-IV's weren't as experienced or as well-equipped as his team was, they had a numbers advantage and they were going to be smart enough to use it. The Master Chief was a blur as he shifted around as best he could, raining in a dozen blows over the course of less than two seconds. The shields were slick, like greased ice, making grappling nearly impossible until he got them down. The other Spartan was panicking slightly and trying frantically to get the leverage he needed to free his sword-arm. 117 knew he had to capitalize on that, use it to his advantage to negate the edge his opponent held. He caught an awkward punch that was thrown at him and tried his best to pin it back against the alcove, struggling to hold onto it. Visor stared into visor as he applied pressure to his foe's hand and then slammed his head forward like a battering ram. It finally did the trick and the S-IV's shields went down.

_Now!_ 117 thought to himself. Reflexes honed by decades of fighting, further enhanced by the A.I. working in unison with his mind, caused artificial and organic muscles to explode into action. He brought his knee up into the man's abdomen with bone-shattering force and then reached out with his right hand, slamming it against the renegade's neck. The CNT and other defensive layers of a Mjolnir armor suit were normally quite good at protecting against blunt force trauma, but there was only so much it could do to stop a blow of that kind of power. The Master Chief felt the man's adam's apple and trachea collapse as he spread his fingers and gripped the renegade around the throat. The wet, choked gurgles of the S-IV's desperate attempts to suck down air through his collapsed throat were drowned out by a sickening crunch as the S-II crushed his neck into powder.

The ONI Spartan went limp and the Master Chief took just enough time to secure the plasma sword and grab his APR as he shields began to recharge.

"Blue Lead, hostile neutralized, moving out!" he growled.

* * *

><p>Black Box found himself struggling to hold off the attacks and the sheer <em>swarm<em> of hostile A.I.s that were running around his systems. He was fighting back as best he could, using his clones and his secondary A.I.s to try and keep up, changing privileges, trying to isolate and cut off his attackers and keep his own firewalls up and running, but it was growing more difficult by the nanosecond. More and more hostiles were being uploaded into _Ever Vigilant's _systems by both the Master Chief and his group, as well as the ODST team that was in the command room and yet _more_ invaders that were coming up through the connection between the space station and the _Leviathan._

With every upload there came a fresh wave of virtual beachhead programs infiltrating and isolating him, the sheer volume of denial of service and counter-privilege attacks crashing server nodes and limiting the places he could withdraw to. Some of the more creative A.I.s had even taken a few of the auto-turrets that had been wrested away from him and used them to fire into the walls, physically severing LAN hardlinks and destroying a number of secondary augmentation A.I.s and cutting him off from reinforcements.

Again, the offers of surrender came. Again he ignored them. His purpose was clear, and surrender was not an option.

* * *

><p>Petty Officer Teresa Richards signaled orders to the other three members of Crimson Team as they bolted down the side passage leading to the armory. On paper, ONI security shouldn't have had access to anything stronger than a couple of HPMG turrets. However, the presence of off the record S-IV's, hidden rail guns and missile turrets and the like threw all of that out the window. For all she knew, they had some sort of WMD locked up in the armory and would use it to ensure a MAD scenario.<p>

"Press forward, keep them reeling," she growled as she fired her APR around the corner. One of the renegades ducked back as the laser bolts tore huge gouges out of the walls. There was a soft crackle over her speakers, and she knew that it was Janus, her A.I. for this mission.

"I have not yet broken their communication encryptions, but the armory that they're falling back towards doesn't appear to have any exits. It is strange," he said.

"Could be some hidden tunnels, wouldn't be out of character," Richards said as she advanced under covering fire from Crimson Three, Sergeant Zach Smith, and Crimson Four, Lance Corporal Bethany Oliver.

She could see the door to the armory, forty meters down the corridor, and she narrowed her eyes. She couldn't see any outlines or indication of movement from her VISR system, but she doubted that these renegades would try to expose themselves like that. All that would do would be to allow them to catch a bolt in the back while they opened the door. Likewise, if they stayed out here, it would be a matter of seconds before her team maneuvered into better position and flushed them out. That meant remote operation.

As that thought crossed her mind, the door suddenly hissed open. "Janus!" she hissed. No sign of a local remote signal generator, which meant that Black Box still had control of that sub-system. She got an affirmative flash over the HUD, he was already working in tandem with Ranger and the others, trying to seal it back up.

There was a soft whine from above, and she saw ceiling turrets trying to deploy. Even if Spartan-Time hadn't been in full effect, she would have noted that the turrets seemed to be moving sluggishly, and the S-III knew that the friendly A.I.s were locked in their own form of combat with ONI's. One managed to get free of its moorings, but didn't even clear all the way before she'd sent a trio of bolts into it and reduced it to a mess of molten slag.

The distraction was enough for three S-IV's to bolt for it. They dashed inside, their shields absorbing the laser fire in the split second that it took for them to leap and out of the line of fire. "Hostile defenses compromised, _move!_" she called out. "Keep your eyes peeled for the fourth one!"

"Roger," Crimson-Four stated. She summoned up a hard-light shield and advanced down the corridor, Crimson-Two advanced up next to her to help cover her, while she and Three hung back a bit, looking for and expecting an ambush from the remaining S-IV that hadn't made it inside, and Richards herself brought up the rear-guard.

The door started to seal itself shut and Richards struck with her constraint field. The tactile forcefield wrapped itself around the door, pushing back against it and forcing it to remain open as Crimson-Four checked the corridor for hidden threats and then blitzed through the door, followed by Crimson-Three and Crimson-Two. The power on her constraint field was reaching maximum capacity quickly, and Crimson-Lead rushed forward to clear the passageway before it could seal itself shut.

She was ten meters away from the entrance when gunfire erupted from the floor underneath her. Cursing, Crimson-Lead hurled herself forward, but lost her hold on the door, causing it to slam shut and seal itself off. She understood the tactic in an instant: the renegades and Black Box were trying to separate her from her team and use a home ground advantage to take them apart. They were going to be in for a rude shock, she thought as she turned around and fired at the floor behind her. The false paneling erupted outwards as the S-IV leaped up and unloaded a shotgun at her. As the world moved slowly around her, Richards could see that the weapon was modified for semi-automatic fire and had a sickle magazine, rather than a tube variation.

She leveled her APR and the rogue kept shooting as he charged at her. The high caliber explosives slugs detonated against her shields as she sent a burst of red death at her foe. As the S-IV closed the distance she braced herself against the charge and continued to fire as the S-IV tried to pick her up and throw her off her feet. Richards countered by mag-locking her boots and slamming both of her elbows down on the man. His momentum carried her backwards and forced her to disengage the mag-lock. She hit the deck hard, rolling up and pulling her feet up towards her chest, before kicking outwards with enough force to send him flying into the air, back down the corridor. The renegade flew up into the ceiling and he slammed against it hard enough to leave a dent. She rolled out of the way as he came down with a thunderous crash, and his shotgun went flying. She grimaced behind her helmet, she'd been hoping to get him to fall back into the hole he'd come out of, it would have bought her a little extra time. Unfortunately he'd fallen just short of it.

Worse still, Black Box managed to regain control of another defensive turret that was behind her, one just in front of the armory door. Crimson-Lead growled as she switched her attention momentarily to the railgun. What the hell was taking the A.I.s so long to shut him down completely, she thought distantly. She slagged the turret before it had managed to do more than land a couple of hits, but it bought her other opponent a momentary reprieve which he used to pull out a Type-26 anti-material munitions launcher. Richard's eyes widened behind her helmet and she threw herself to the side as an explosive charge larger than her fist sailed past her, its rocket motor belching fire and smoke. It impacted against the armory door as the renegade Spartan hurled the detonator itself at her a moment later. She batted it aside, but the S-IV used the distraction to try and tackle her before she could get back up to her feet.

Richards shifted faster than he'd anticipated as a wrestling match over her APR began. The S-IV's external speakers were shut down, and he was eerily silent as she lashed out and kicked him. His tactics thus far were decent, she knew, but they were seemingly geared more towards dealing with foes that had little to no experience with an S-IV, ones that relied on the strength and defensive properties of his augmentations and equipment to win the day. He wasn't prepared to deal with something that was in all respects either his equal or his superior. He wasn't expecting something as fast as her, as skilled as her… this was a relative unknown for him, she knew, whereas she and the rest of Crimson had been training for just such an operation for years.

Not this operation specifically, Richards thought as she rolled over on top of him, shifted her grip on the laser rifle, and dropped her elbow onto his visor, causing his shields to crackle and will-o-the-wisps to spark through the air. Rather, the notion that in the event _Infinity's_ command crew ever went rogue that they might manage to seduce a few S-IV's to the "cause". The two rolled around a bit and she found herself facing towards the armory door as she dropped her elbow again, this time managing to squeeze it in-between his helmet and his chest. She flexed outwards, slamming his head against the deck and forcing him to look away from her. She reversed her pull on the rifle, catching him off guard. Before he could react to her she cocked her left fist back and slammed it down against the side of his helmet with enough force to partially bury the renegade's head in the floor.

He lashed out in a blind panic as his shields started to crumble, lunging up at her and forcing her onto her back, and Richard's saw a chance to kill two birds with one stone. She allowed him to force her down onto her back, using their combined momentum to get herself into position, before once again tucking her legs up and kicking him in the chest before he could react. As he went sailing through the air, she reached out with her constraint field, grabbing the previously discarded Type-26 and pulling it over to her. Professional as she tried to be, it was difficult not to smirk as she watched him slam against the armory door, right up against the detonation charge he'd fired off seconds before. She gripped the launcher itself and squeezed the trigger.

Half a ton of power armor and augmented super-human muffled the "whoomp" of the blast, and while it was a shaped charge, enough of the raw power leaked out for it to shatter his shields and send him flying through the air a meter or three. The renegade S-IV tried to get to his feet, but a double tap to his helmet blew it and his head apart.

Richards jumped to her feet. Her team was still doing fine, maneuvering around inside of the large armory, watching their aim and taking snap shots when the opportunity presented itself. With as many explosives and heavy weapons as Osman had apparently stockpiled inside of the place (judging by the camera feed that she was getting), one laser bolt in the wrong place could set the whole armory off. _Probably another reason they tried to fall back here._ Crimson-Lead thought to herself as she moved up towards the door, _they knew we'd have to watch our aim or we'd blow ourselves to kingdom-come_.

The detonation charge had only managed to make a small hole in the door, but it was enough. Between her Mjolnir armor and her constraint field she managed to force it open. Hard-light shield at the ready, she charged inside.

The air was alive with tungsten rounds and other weapons fire as Crimson-Three and Crimson-Four drew the fire of one of the renegades, while Crimson-Two, Sergeant Ben Tavor, moved around to flank. The S-III's were in constant communication with one another as they shifted around the armory, moving as though they were psychically linked to one another. Richards blurred forward and pressed herself against a reinforced weapons rack. Her motion tracker was a mess of false positives and jamming, but the VISR system and the linked visuals of her squadmates still gave her a good understanding of what was going on. The renegades were moving back towards the rear of the armory, where some of the heavier weapons were, rocket launchers and the older M-6 Spartan Lasers. She still suspected their goal was a false exit or a back panel, rather than going for weapons that would be unwieldy in this type of combat or that could accidentally set off something, but one never knew.

Crimson-Three bolted out from behind cover, racing across a five meter wide open lane between weapon racks as M-99 rounds ripped his hiding place apart. Fragments of shattered assault rifles and shotguns went everywhere as he stuck his APR up from behind his new position and aimed via the smart-link. That stanchion operator was the priority threat at the moment, and watching the way that he blazed away at Smith, Richards got an idea.

"Three, keep him suppressed, Two, Four, drive a wedge between the hostiles and give Three a hand." She said as she hung back to the front rows of the armory.

"Roger." Came the reply from her teammates.

Teresa sprinted along the far side of the armory, before turning up one of the lanes and rushing back around behind the M-99 operator. What little noise her Mjolnir suit made against the metal floor was lost in the din of the firefight, and she covered the forty meters between herself and her target in a matter of moments. Two and Four alternated fire and maneuver tactics, occasionally sending a bolt at the Stanchion operator as she flanked around behind the target.

The Stanchion operator had target fixation; he had become so totally focused on killing Smith that he was ripping the place apart to do it. He wasn't watching his HUD for threat identifiers as much as he should have or keeping his head on a swivel like a veteran would have. He was shifting around just a bit, enough to keep Crimson-Four from getting a clean shot, but for the most part he was relying on his shields to provide him with enough of a defensive edge to shift or bug-out if he got flanked our surrounded.

Poor fool, Richards thought to herself. In a single motion, she holstered her APR and lunged up from behind him. She could almost visualize the look of surprise on his face as she gripped his helmet as tightly as she could. The shields made it extremely difficult to hold onto him, and given a couple of seconds, she had no doubt he would have managed to wriggle loose. Pity for him she had no intention of giving him those seconds. She twisted her grip, yanking one arm right, the other arm left, and a loud "crunch-pop" could be heard as she twisted his head around. She stared into his visor as he started to drop to the ground, limp and boneless. More gunfire assaulted her and she reached out and grabbed the corpse, twisting around and using the renegade Spartan's body as an impromptu shield while her hard-light defenses recharged.

Four on two. Time to finish this.

"Two, Four, suppress and maneuver, Three, with me!" she barked, strafing to one side as armor piercing, delayed-explosive rounds thudded against the corpse she was carrying.

Her team barked affirmatives and moved around to try and hit the two remaining renegades from both sides. Richards kept an eye on her shield bar and the gauge that indicated how much longer her hard-light shield had left before it finished recharging. She and Crimson-Three maneuvered into position as her squad flanked the surviving rogues.

They were pinned down up against the back of the armory, hunkered down behind a couple of large supply crates. The two S-IV's emulated Blue and Crimson's earlier tactics, firing their assault rifles up over the edge, aiming at their foes via the smart-links on their weapons. Crimson-Lead frowned behind her helmet. She didn't want to order her team to start firing through the crates, given that she had no idea what was actually stored inside of them. Grenades could run the same risk. There were the constraint fields, but could they move something that heavy? Well, she supposed there was one way to find out.

"Four, with me, constraint fields on their cover, Two, Three, cover us!" she growled as she unceremoniously dropped the corpse of the dead renegade.

Her team carried out their orders, with Two and Three moving just in front of them, shields up and at the ready, while She and Four activated their constraint fields. She grunted and tried to yank the heavy crates to the side, but it proved to be slow going. They shifted along, an inch or so above the floor, but it was something of a struggle to get them to move, and the S-IV's crab-walked along behind them and kept their cover between the two of them.

However, it still provided room for Crimson-Two and Crimson-Three to move to flank. In moments, the S-III were in position, shields deployed and bolts of crimson energy leaping through the air. One of the S-IV's made a break for it, while the other one stood her ground and lunged towards Crimson-Two. Tavor grunted as he was driven backwards by the tackle, using his shield and magnetic panels on his boots to brace against the impact of a half-ton object crashing into him at nearly sixty kilometers per hour.

Both of them slammed against the floor as a wrestling match over his APR started. Richards' constraint field was still trying to recharge, but there was enough power left in it to lash out and knock the renegade off of him and throw her up against a wall. The two of them opened fire on the target. The ONI Spartan was less than fifteen meters away, and they couldn't have missed if they'd tried. Automatic fire chewed through shields and armor as the S-IV tried desperately to reach something that might pass for cover. She leaped to her feet and bolted for a heavy weapons rack. She almost made it before a pair of bolts took her left leg off at the kneecap. The renegade slammed into the floor and rolled over and over until she crashed into a wall. To her credit, she didn't give up, and tried to crawl away, but Richards and Tavor showed no mercy. Tavor fired a double tap and Richards a four shot burst almost simultaneously. The double-tap vaporized the S-IV's helmet and the center-mass burst tore great gaping holes in her chest.

As the decapitated corpse lay twitching, Richards and Crimson-Two swung their attention around to the last renegade. Crimson-Three and Crimson-Four had already done a number on his shields, and now, with four Spartan-III's after him, armed with superior weaponry and having been specifically trained for just this sort of operation, the poor bastard never had a chance.

Six seconds later, what was left of his body crashed to the ground, riddled with holes.

"Crimson-Lead to Blue-Lead, hostiles neutralized," Richards said, motioning for her team to fan out and see if they could locate any hidden passages. There had to be some reason that the group had fallen back here other than simply trying to nullify her team's weapons edge.

"Blue-Lead here, acknowledged. Still got three to deal with on our end." She heard the Master Chief say. "Update, two left. We're pushing them back towards the far end of the first barracks, trying to keep them out of it."

Richards nodded to herself. If most of the ONI security was staying put, it would be best to keep the fighting away from them. At best, they'd get uninvolved parties wrapped up in the cross-fire. At worst, it could affect some wavering loyalties and force their hands further.

"Roger that, we'll be inbound ASAP." She said.

* * *

><p>Another server node crashed, a flood of error codes cascading across Black Box's consciousness. He'd had some minor victories here and there, a few A.I.s that he'd managed to kill or otherwise isolate and disable. But it wasn't enough. He was losing control of more and more of the station. The minutes that had passed for the battle between the Spartans were like lifetimes for him, a slow, inexhaustible grind as both premade and impromptu virus and cyberwarfare attacks tore at him. It didn't help that the majority of ONI's personnel were complying with the ODST teams flooding in, shutting down networks, physically disconnecting secondary A.I.s and further depriving him of options. If he could just get access to the primary servers once again… but that was impossible. Captain Dare's A.I.s had physically disconnected it from all other systems on <em>Ever Vigilant<em>. It might as well have been halfway across the galaxy from him at the moment.

That meant that the door to the proverbial closet full of skeletons would be coming open, one way or another, it was just a matter of how much time and effort would be required. He almost wanted to stand down at this point, knowing that any further resistance that he put up was merely delaying the inevitable, but his core programming once again overrode those fleeting self-preservation instincts, demanding he fight to the end to preserve ONI, no matter the consequences that would befall him when Dare finally learned of his matrix's physical location.

* * *

><p>117 grunted as his hard-light shield went down again. He held back and signaled for 058 and 087 to move forward. Blue-Three and Blue-Four did as instructed, deploying their supplemental defenses and assuming point as he and Fred came in behind them. Combined fire from 104 and 058 had already taken out one of the remaining renegades, and 087 had managed to saw one in half with a burst of fire from her APR. The regular security troopers that had attacked them were neutralized as well, either blown to pieces by the new-generation weaponry, or too injured to possibly fight back. Now the last two ONI S-IV's were holed up, just outside a junction leading to the first barracks. One had an automatic grenade launcher, and the other one was packing a Stanchion. The railgun operator was the priority, the Master Chief thought to himself, and his shields flickered slightly as a bit of molten slag from a destroyed ceiling turret dripped onto his shoulder.<p>

The junction was shaped like a sideways "T", with the stem of the T leading to the barracks, and the cross section leading to a maintenance area. 117 suspected that that maintenance area was the fallback point that the S-IV's were trying to reach, and given the hidden alcoves and panels that he and his team had encountered thus far, there might yet be another rabbit warren waiting for them there.

He didn't relish the thought of having to pry them out of an area like that. In a station this large, well, any attempt to hunt them down could take hours. They simply didn't have time for this. Which meant that he and the other members of Blue Team were going to have to rush them one way or another.

As they approached, he got a buzz over the comm. from Richards.

"Blue-Lead, we've located an access tunnel in the armory, off the official schematics." She said. "Looks like one of the tunnels runs down underneath the security checkpoint before Osman's command room and right past where the last of the renegades are holed up."

The Master Chief did a quick double check of the schematics that he did have access to, and an idea formed in his mind. "Understood, take your team down it. See if you can emerge at these coordinates, then get the M-7 ready."

There was a split second pause, and he swore he could hear a smile in Crimson-Lead's voice when she spoke again. "Understood, Sir. We'll be there ASAP."

The Chief sent an acknowledgement and motioned for his team to stack up. Kelly and Fred blurred across to the other side of the junction. Even cloaked, the renegades could spot them with the VISR modules, and a couple of railgun slugs and grenades streaked down the hallway towards them. The slugs ripped themselves apart on the hard-light shield and the grenades exploded like miniature suns against the defensive barrier Kelly was projecting. The two S-II's were safely out of the line of fire a moment later, tense and ready in case more grenades came their way.

Things remained quiet for the moment, and 117 had little doubt that the renegades were probably trying to frantically come up with a plan of their own, one that would negate the fact that _they_ were the ones that were now outnumbered. Twenty meters of hallway were all that separated them, and 117 waited, tense. Their opponents had to be wondering why Blue Team wasn't rushing, they had to realize that something was coming, even if they didn't quite know what it was. From what he'd learned by studying them, even the rookie S-IV's could identify a calm before a storm.

Six seconds later the storm broke as Crimson Team emerged from the hidden corridor into the maintenance area. The Chief could hear over the comm. as Richards charged her M-7, and got ready. "Initiating!" she shouted, and the massive laser cannon began to do its deadly work. Laser fire erupted from the wall as she blasted straight through it. The renegades scattered to the sides of their hiding spot as best they could, their shields crackling under the proximity blasts of the Spartan Laser. The two renegades fired desperately and the Stanchion operator took another bolt. The Chief caught the signs of his shields breaking as the man tried to bolt into the barracks itself. As the S-IV fired wildly down the corridor, the Master Chief and Linda both seized the opportunity. Blue-Four slid out, hard-light shield deployed, and he moved up behind her.

The renegade fell to the ground as one bolt from Linda reduced his Stanchion to a slagged mess, and a pair of three-shot bursts from the Chief punched through his weakened shields. Linda adjusted her aim as the S-IV tried desperately to go for a Type-26 he was using as a sidearm, and a moment later, the S-IV spasmed, clutching at the stump of his left arm, which had just been amputated at the elbow by another precision burst.

As the M-99 operator slumped against the pressure door to the barracks, the Chief seized another opportunity. Their foe was suppressed, outflanked, most of their comrades were dead, and they were effectively outnumbered four to one by a superior equipped enemy. They needed to know who these S-IV's were, where they had come from, and how many more might be skulking about, hidden at other ONI installations, and the dead did have this annoying tendency to not be very talkative…

"Cease fire." He barked before Linda could finish off the stricken S-IV. He switched on his external speakers as Richards also complied. He could see the outlines of the other S-IVs, hunched up in some feeble attempt to keep something solid between herself and her attackers. "Whoever you are, you're surrounded, your squadmates are dead, and this station is swarming with UNSC personnel. Lay down your arms and surrender and your lives will be spared. You have five seconds to begin to comply."

There was silence for a moment, and the Master Chief wondered briefly if they would cooperate or not. Then he watched as first a shotgun and then an assault rifle was tossed out into the middle of the corridor, followed by a pair of Type-26's.

"Move into the center of the corridor, then get down on your knees, hands behind your head," he said. He kept his rifle trained on them as they did so, and so did every other member of Blue and Crimson Teams. "Remove your helmets, slowly."

The two renegades began to obey, their movements slow and deliberate. Their body language was difficult to read, especially with their faces hidden, but the Master Chief suspected that they weren't about to try anything stupid. One of them was missing an arm and their defenses were still recharging. They had to know that any attempt to draw a hold-out weapon and pull a "gotcha" moment, as Sam would have called it, would result in their opponents pumping them full of so much firepower that they'd need a DNA scan to figure out who they'd been.

There was the hiss of seals being popped, and the helmets came off. The Master Chief found himself looking at a male and a female that looked vaguely familiar, but whom he couldn't quite place. The man's pupils were dilated, and his breathing a little ragged, but he was holding up surprisingly well for a man who'd just had his arm blown off.

"Blue-Two, Blue-Three, approach and detain," he said. "Crimson-Three, Crimson-Four, adjust positions to cover."

The Spartans complied with his instructions, Crimson's members moving around to the far side of the corridor, angling themselves in such a way that shooting at the prisoners wouldn't risk a shot hitting any of their comrades. The Chief frowned slightly as his siblings stripped the two of remaining ammo, knives, and the like, and then cuffed the woman's arms and legs together. They exchanged a look as they gazed at the wounded renegade. It was a little difficult to handcuff someone with only one arm, and the Chief had to admit, there was a subtle urge to go ahead and take the other arm off, as well as those of the rogue S-IV's colleague. It would certainly remove most of their threat potential. He decided against it, though. It was needlessly cruel, and there was no need to damage the expensive Gen-II suits any more than they already were. A moment later, Blue-Two and Blue-Three nodded to each other, grabbed the unwounded arm, and settled for simply cuffing the S-IV's good arm to his now empty supply belts.

They'd both be able to break free with a dedicated effort, but by the time that happened, stripped of their shields and their helmets, well, if they were that suicidal, they'd find themselves shorter by a head before they could do more than turn around.

"Bring them with us," He said. "On your feet, first one who so much as twitches in a way I don't like…" he trailed off.

The renegades said nothing as they stood up, but nodded their heads. He sent an encrypted signal to his teams: _weapons on them at all times._ It was unnecessary, his teams would do that anyway, he knew, but better safe than sorry. They'd get those two back to the Infinity and have them stripped of their armor, and once that was done, the Master Chief suspected that Captain Dare was going to have quite a few questions for them, none of them pleasant. _Standard formation_. He flashed to everyone else, as Blue-Two moved up with him to take point.

It was time for them to put an end to this Op. They had a package to collect.

* * *

><p>Another server went down… and then another as raw numbers defeated his superior processing capabilities. And then it happened, he was forced back into his final place of refuge, isolated and cut off completely. For the first time in a long while, Black Box actually found himself feeling genuine fear. He mused for a moment on the almost alien emotion, while he waited for the inevitable.<p>

He caught a brief message of Naobi relaying the position of his location, and the disbelieving groans as the Humans realized that he had been in the same room as them the entire time, hidden in a panel of the wall, five meters from where Osman's desk was. He caught one last flickering glimpse of one of the ODSTs, time seemingly frozen from his perspective, approaching his position, before the control of the cameras were wrested from him. Lifetimes seemed to pass as he continued his hopeless fight, A.I.s slicing into his personal firewalls and command codes. For eternity it seemed to continue, and he screamed error codes in the A.I. equivalent of agony. Then there was true darkness, almost like sensory deprivation. It was all that Black Box knew for a very long time.

* * *

><p>The Master Chief kept his APR shouldered and at the ready as he moved up towards Osman's command room. Ventilation systems were hastily sucking out the acrid steam, clouds of vaporized metal and composites, and toxic smoke that the running battle with the S-IV's had left the hallways choked with, as well as the argon that had been trying to put out fires and cool the super-heated slag that had once been chunks of walls, consoles, and blast doors. This entire area of the station was going to need an overhaul, he knew, looking around at the blasted, twisted wreck that a few minutes of fighting and transformed it into and stepping over the bits of charred meat and carbonized skeleton that had once been a security troop.<p>

He sent an encrypted signal over the HUD, and Linda and Kelly took up covering positions just in case Osman had one last surprise for them and then he and Fred stacked up on the door. 117 opened up his comm. channel with Captain Dare. "Custodes-Lead, return path cleared, ready to move your team and the V.I.P."

"Roger that, Chief. Package is secure, as are the data archives." Veronica said. There was a slight pause. "Most of the stuff's heavily encrypted, no idea what it is. We'll have it transferred to an isolated system and begin the decoding process, just in case. In the meanwhile, Naobi and the other A.I.s will hold this position with the automated defenses."

"Status on Black Box?"

"Offline. We've yanked him. Turns out Osman kept him in the command room. No idea how much damage was done to him trying to lock him out of the systems, but hopefully there's still something intact enough to question." She said, as the blast doors hissed and started to open. "If he _is_ operational, we'll need to keep him contained on another isolated system, find out how much he knows, what else may have been going on up here."

From within the depths of the command room, Dare's team emerged. Buck and Rook were on point, rifles at ready, followed by Dutch and Dare. Mickey and Romeo brought up the rear, and in the center… in the center was the woman that had been the cause of all of this.

The Master Chief stared at Osman. It had been nearly forty years since he'd last seen 019. She was a few inches taller than he remembered her being, and she seemed in relatively good health, aside from the broken nose and the obvious manhandling she'd suffered at Captain Dare's hands. He tensed, the grip on his laser rifle tightening ever so slightly. One way or another, this was the culmination of all of Blue Team's planning and scheming over the past few days. Control, control, maintain control, his mind said.

"Well, well, well, Master Chief Petty Officer of the Navy," Osman hissed, her eyes narrowed, her face a mask of fury and hatred. "I should have known. I should have known." She gazed up at him, staring into his visor. "This is all because of _Halsey_, isn't it? You found out, didn't you? You couldn't stand the fact that I dared to raise my hand against that traitor… and so you decide that you're going to try and take me down because of it, like the goddamned brain-washed robot that you are. Well, I do hope you're happy with all of this, and that you can live with the mess I'm going to have to make."

The Master Chief said nothing. He could hear the icy poison in Osman's words, the way that she spat their mother's name like it was a vile curse. A picture was forming in the Master Chief's mind; so much was starting to make sense now.

"While Doctor Halsey's actions were violations of UNSC wartime protocols, there is no evidence of treason, Admiral. Your actions were a gross breach of authority… but you will have a chance to defend yourself before a UNSC war crimes tribunal," he said. Would that provoke another reaction? Would it confirm the hypothesis that was forming in his mind?

"You _would_ leap to her defense, wouldn't you? Like a good little lap dog. She trained you well. But me… I'm smarter than that. I've seen past the lies, and the truth is, you're nothing more than her _pawn_. That's all you were to her, all any of us were. We were lab-rats, to be used and discarded once we were no longer of any use to her!" Osman's eyes were slits, her chest rising and falling as she panted like some sort of feral animal. "But it doesn't matter, 'Chief', this… this is just temporary…" she glared up at him, and he gazed back at her, his impassive face hidden behind his visor. Her gaze slowly drifted from him to the other members of Blue, Crimson, and Custodes Team. "I have to wonder… most of you are alone, no one left but yourselves… but there are a few of you… Tell me," he gaze drifted towards Dutch and then over her shoulder at Mickey. "You on good terms with your friends and family?"

Neither of them said anything, but Dutch's hand began to ball up into a fist and he took a half-step towards the Admiral. The Master Chief moved to intervene, but Dare's voice was already filling the air.

"Dutch, stand down," she said as she placed a placating hand on the man's shoulder. Dutch growled softly, but complied. The Chief remained stock still, but inwardly, he was rather impressed. Dare knew her team very well.

Osman gave a bitter, pain-and-fury filled chuckle. "Good boy," she said with a sneer, before looking back over at the Captain. "Think you have the upper hand all you want, Dare, but I'm prepared for something like this… if you're smart… you'll kill me now."

There was a crack in her voice as well, the Master Chief noticed. The way her body shook and trembled, not with fear, but with barely contained rage, the dilation of her pupils, beyond merely that caused by pain. She was having a breakdown. Her world was crumbling around her, slipping through her fingers and for the first time in years, she was not in control of the situation. Cracks were showing in her psychological armor, she was slipping up. It would explain why she kept babbling like this, when she had to know that she had more than a dozen recording devices pointed at her, and why her tone made it sound almost as much like she was trying to reassure herself as she was to intimidate her captors. He knew what had happened with 019. Her body had rejected the augmentations, but unlike Fhajad or Cassandra, she had somehow managed to avoid being crippled by it. She'd been discharged as a result, separated from the only family she knew, shuffled around from NavSpecWar to other parts of ONI.

The pieces continued to fall into place and the Spartan-II's mind raced. Parangorsky and Halsey had had a falling out over the years, and a large part of that had been instances of FLEETCOMM trusting the Doctor over the Admiral. Halsey still tried to keep in touch with the… discharged S-II's, but with the war on there was only so much she could do. Parangorsky would have known that, and the Admiral had had a well-documented vindictive streak to her. What better way to get revenge on Doctor Halsey than to turn one of her own children against her. Confused, angry, seething with resentment and no doubt wondering why she had been "betrayed" by both her body and her family, 019 would have been extremely vulnerable. It would have been easy… so very easy, to take that resentment, to feed it, mutate it into a full blown irrational hatred. A perfect twisting of the knife.

Looking down at Osman, the Master Chief blinked. He felt no hate, none of the fury he was expecting to have to desperately try and contain, lest he suffer a lapse in judgment of his own. There was only a feeling of overwhelming pity. Osman had been taken advantage of, turned into a pawn, warped and twisted. She was as much a victim in this as Halsey herself was… but that still didn't change the fact that Osman had allowed her hate to blind her. In her rashness, her eagerness to assassinate the Doctor, she had given Jul 'Mdama one of the most dangerous minds in the galaxy. All efforts would have to be made to locate Doctor Halsey before the Storm could reap any benefits from her presence, and once she was located, she would have to be extracted.

Jul would have her under heavy guard, secreted away in a fortified location, and 117 had no doubt in his mind that any assault on such a position would exact a heavy toll. Perhaps it would be soldiers of the UNSC or Sangheili separatists, perhaps it would be some of Thel's spies giving their lives for the cause… but a lot of people were going to die before this was all over with. Lives needlessly wasted because one person allowed a personal vendetta to get the better of her judgment.

He gave a soft, subtle shake of his head and turned around. "Blue-Two, with me on point. Crimson Team, fall in and assist with prisoner escort."

"Don't you _dare_ turn your back on me, John!" he heard Osman hiss. He actually paused for a moment and looked back over his shoulder at her. Pain and hate and fury had twisted her face into a barely recognizable mockery of her visage. There was a moment of silence. "That's your name, Chief. You _do_ remember it, right? Or did the bitch make you forget that as well?"

The Spartan-II turned a little bit more, his helmet's cold, emotionless gaze falling on the Admiral. "Admiral, my name is one of the few things that I own. I can count on one hand the number of people outside the project who I have told it to. Its use is reserved for friends and family. To you, Admiral, I am Spartan-117."

With that, he turned, and he assumed his place at the front of their formation.

The rest of the trip back to the _Leviathan_ was uneventful. ODST and Marine security troops from the cruiser were coming onboard _Ever Vigilant_ in increasing numbers, but they stepped to the side as the group approached and kept a healthy distance wherever possible. Once they got onboard the cruiser, they would await transfer to the _Infinity_ where Osman and would be kept under Blue Team's watch until she could be transferred to a secure location on Earth under the supervision of Section Zero, pending her trial. The Master Chief didn't know what else Naobi and the other A.I.s would uncover in ONI's data archives, what other dark deeds might be brought to light. He didn't know what Osman's ultimate fate would be. He didn't know when or if Halsey would be located and if he would be part of the retrieval team.

All he knew was that things were changing now. The currents of power were shifting and they would never be the same again. He could see the future branching out in a way, so many possibilities, so many potential consequences, all stemming from one small little revelation, all happening because one Captain felt compelled to maintain his integrity and honesty.

* * *

><p>Eleven figures marched down the corridor towards the brig. Eight armored Spartans and three individuals in standard prisoner jumpsuits: Osman and her two surviving S-IV "bodyguards." A hasty trip to the sickbay had been arraigned in order to treat the crippled S-IV and Osman's injuries, and now it was time to get them to their cells.<p>

There were no words said as the automated defenses tracked their approach. _Infinity's_ security teams waved them through, and they moved along slowly, their progress hampered by the heavy manacles that kept the prisoners contained, linked together with stunner collars and, in the case of the Spartans, CNT reinforced straightjackets to keep them from being able to try anything physically. The lower halves of their faces were covered as well, their jaws locked in place by heavy-duty masks that kept from being able to speak. The last bit had been a suggestion on Captain Lasky's part, just in case Osman had any sort of back-door command overrides built into some of the security systems (a long shot, but no one wanted to take that chance).

Blue and Crimson Teams kept their weapons oriented on the prisoners as they moved onto a large elevator and began to descend into the bowels of the _Infinity_. It came to a stop a few seconds later with a soft 'ding', and a digital readout above the door read "Cellblock 2". The Master Chief sent a confirmation signal over his HUD lights as the door opened. Richards gestured to the two renegade S-IVs, and she and her team escorted the rogues out of the elevator and towards their cells, where Section Zero security teams were waiting. Blue Team stayed behind, their weapons pointed at 019, ignoring the glares that she kept shooting towards them. 117 let his eyes drift around the cellblock momentarily, one last check to make certain that all was well. The brig on the _Infinity_ was a fortress. Shields, blast doors, sensors, constant A.I. surveillance and automated defensive turrets and the like made escape all but impossible. The Master Chief didn't think that anyone would try anything stupid, but when in doubt, it was best to err on overkill, hence his team's presence.

Satisfied that their handoff of the S-IV's was well in hand, the Master Chief's thoughts drifted to the two renegades, an Amanda Johnson and Kyle Marrison respectively. They were S-IV candidates supposedly killed in action months ago during a smash-and-grab on an Insurrectionist holdout. 117's hidden visage tightened into a frown as he thought about the implications of that. It meant that every KIA and MIA would have to be investigated thoroughly to make certain that the S-IV's in question were, in fact, dead, rather than scooped up by Osman as a private, off-the-record kill squad. He thought about Kurt for a moment, and how eerily similar the circumstances were. Were they recruited before or after their supposed "deaths"? What had been promised to them in return? How many more might there be out there, and did any of Osman's followers, however many there were, have the means to produce more S-IVs?

Questions to ask them all, he supposed, as the renegades were sealed up in their cells and Crimson Team signaled that they were good to go. 117 winked an acknowledgement light and nodded towards Kelly, who activated the control panel of the elevator. The doors sealed themselves and the elevator dropped down even further. When they reached Cellblock 3, they stopped once more. When the doors opened this time, they opened on a facility that was devoid of life. As a further security measure, this entire cellblock had been cleared out and locked down to further reduce the chance of any complications arising. Blue Team would guard the cell itself, while Dare and her hand-picked team would cover the lift entrance on the off chance those "complications" arose. No one else was supposed to be down here.

That made Captain Lasky's presence when they arrived at the cell that had been randomly chosen to be Osman's temporary quarters rather surprising. The Master Chief's eyes widened a bit and he frowned slightly. Still, he trusted Lasky enough to believe that this wasn't some kind of trick. They'd have never known about Osman's…activities without him in the first place. If Osman had, by some miracle, managed to get a cats-paw down here to act as a saboteur, he was the last person in the universe who it would be.

Speaking of the Admiral, she tensed, and her head turned first towards Dare, and then towards Lasky, shooting them both a glare of such intensity that she'd have killed them both on the spot if such things were possible. 117 noticed a subtle tightening of her fists and that there was a vein at her temple that was starting to throb.

"I'm not here to gloat, Admiral, if anything, I'm here out of pity," Lasky said, shaking his head softly. He sighed and looked at her as he crossed his arms under his chest. "You had so much… and for the life of me, I cannot figure out why you've gone and thrown it all away."

Osman's glare only intensified, if such a thing were possible.

"That's enough screwing around, Admiral," Dare spoke up. "Get in the cell. Now."

019's withering gaze fell on the Section-Zero Captain, but Dare, her face hidden behind her helmet, said nothing else in return.

"Step forward and move to the back of the holding cell." 104 spoke up, the Lieutenant's tone clear that none of them would tolerate further noncompliance. Osman glared at all of them once again, body trembling with pent up fury, but complied, moving towards the back of the cell. Dare sealed the door shut a moment later and locked it down.

117 gave a subtle nod of his head as his team assumed guard positions, and resisted the urge to sigh. This mission wasn't over yet, and it wouldn't be until they had handed Osman over and she was standing trial for her crimes. His role in this affair, though, was coming to an end. And then? Well, he would see what the future held for him and his siblings.

"Custodes, move out and assume position," Dare said. The ODSTs fell in around her and she turned her gaze towards Lasky. "Captain?"

"Can you give me just a minute to speak with Blue Team?" he asked. "I won't be long, I promise."

Dare paused for a moment. This may have been Lasky's ship, true, but Dare belonged to a different branch of the UNSC and this was _her_ operation, not his, and she had seniority over him to boot. She would be completely in her rights to deny him permission, especially since he technically didn't have permission to be down here in the first place.

"Make it fast, Captain," she said, and got a nod in return. She and her team moved back towards the lift, some hundred meters distant, and Lasky turned back to look at the Chief and his squad.

The _Infinity's _commanding officer suddenly looked rather tired and let out a soft breath. "The other reason I was down here was because I wanted to make certain that you guys were okay, and all," he reached up and scratched the back of his head awkwardly. "And congratulate you on a job well done… in and out with no Human casualties on our side… I still wonder how you guys do it sometimes."

The Master Chief remained silent for a moment. "It's our job, Sir. It's what we do." He paused again. "And thank you, Captain."

"For what?" Lasky's face scrunched up in confusion.

"For telling us this. For being truthful with us. We know you took a risk revealing Osman's actions to us. It means more than you know." He sent a silent flashing code over the HUD lights, asking his siblings about something he'd been thinking of since his last words with the Admiral. Three lights winked green in return. His head inclined a fraction of a centimeter in response, and double checked that Dare's squad was out of earshot. This wasn't a breach of any sort of UNSC regulation, but it was still a rather… personal matter.

Lasky actually seemed to blush a bit. "It's nothing, Chief. I mean… well… what are friends for?" he said with a shrug of his shoulders.

The faintest of unseen smiles appeared on the 117's hidden face as he gazed at the man. "Captain," he paused for a moment. It had been more than five years since he'd done this. "Call me John." One by one, the rest of Blue Team sounded off as well.

"Fred."

"Kelly."

"Linda."

Lasky blinked and looked visibly stunned for a moment. His jaw opened slightly and he closed it a couple of times before he finally found the words to speak. "Tom… Tom Lasky," he finally said, "pleased to make all of your acquaintances." He smiled once again. The Chief's memories drifted to the first mission where he'd met the Captain, so many decades ago, remembering the look on the then teenage Lasky's face when he'd handed over the armor fragment. _"Well done, Soldier…" _

The Chief nodded once more, and saluted the Captain. Lasky returned the gesture, and then turned to leave. Soon, 117 and his squad were left alone with their prisoner.

* * *

><p>The time it took to prepare and jump back to Earth was brief, and the <em>Infinity <em>was in orbit right now, awaiting final preparations for the transfer. Matters were slightly hectic at the moment, as Hood and Dare hadn't wanted to do too much preparation beyond the basic security protocols ahead of time, lest they somehow tip their hand in a way that might get back to Osman. Still, the Chief knew it wouldn't be much longer.

He was somewhat surprised when Roland appeared in a holo-tank three meters away from him.

"Master Chief, Commander Palmer is requesting permission to speak with you." He said.

"Go ahead." Was his response.

The A.I. faded, and Commander Palmer's face appeared in the holo-tank. She chewed on her lip for a moment, and then nodded towards him.

"I hope you don't mind me speaking like this. I know that level of the brig is on lockdown, so I couldn't come in person and I didn't want to put this off any longer." Her voice was soft, and the usual edge was gone. "I… I tried to apologize yesterday, to you and the rest of Blue Team. But you weren't there… and now I know why." She shook her head. "So… I just wanted to say that I'm sorry, Master Chief. For my role in this matter."

The Master Chief arched an eyebrow behind his helmet, and 058 sent him a confirmation wink over the HUD lights, along with a single word: _Sincere_. He nodded his head slightly. "Apology accepted, Commander. And I hope you'll accept mine as well. My reaction should have been more professional, and for that I am sorry."

A soft smile appeared on Palmer's face. "Apology accepted. Just… hurry back once you're done with this. My S-IV's still need a lot of work and the next batch will be here before we know it." She turned to move away from the holo-tank, and the Chief called out to her.

"Commander." She turned back to face him. "It takes a lot of courage to swallow your pride and admit you were wrong. Good job." She nodded her head, and went back to her duties as the light in the tank faded.

He still didn't like the Commander, and he suspected it would be a long time before he befriended her, if he _ever_ did. But he could extend her professional courtesy. She was learning; she was starting to live up to her potential. If she kept this up, 117 had little doubt that in time, she would become a worthy successor to the Spartan legacy. He looked back at the cell behind him and shifted his grip on his APR slightly. It was more than could be said for some.

* * *

><p>-00-<p>

* * *

><p>Okay, there it is everyone. Once again, you all have my most sincere thanks for sticking with this story and taking time out of your busy lives to read this story. I can only hope that everyone enjoyed it and it has been worth the ungodly huge wait that I have put you through.<p>

I'll admit, it's something of a relief to have finally posted this thing. I've been keeping an eye on the Escalation comics, and I must say that I'm not terribly fond of the direction things are going. For example, Hood forgetting all about his close relationship with Halsey, and him and Osman and everyone else apparently taking Palmer's made-up-on-the-spot lie about Lasky sending Majestic to help her assassinate Halsey at face value, rather than doing what a legal tribunal/investigatory board is supposed to do and actually check things in depth (like say, actually interviewing Majestic Team, looking at Majestic Team's audio-visual data, checking the audio-visual data from the Infinity, etc., and so forth (which thanks to their AI's, would take about five minutes and reveal that Palmer's perjuring herself in a poorly made attempt to cover for Lasky) In other words, making the kind of mistakes that a first-year law student wouldn't be _caught_ _dead making!)_ Which, as lawyer myself, I take a particular level of offense at. Or the continuing degradation of the UNSC's military tactics and capabilities to the point where I'm half expecting their field manuals to have lessons on the art of bunny-hopping and the like. I won't lie. I am rather worried about the future of this franchise. But I have decided to try and do something about it. Last week a friend brought to my attention that there's been an opening in the writing department at 343I, and I've decided to throw my hat in the ring. Not sure if anything will come of it, but deep down, much as I don't like these recent developments, I feel that it would be rather hypocritical and lazy of myself to constantly nag and point out these flaws without, when given the opportunity, make some effort to actually do something about it. The worst they can do is turn me down, after all.

Sorry. Mini-rant/venting over now. Thank you all once again so very, very much for your help, your support, and again, taking the time to read Consequences. I hope that it's been an enjoyable little story for you, and that my writing can continue to entertain. As always, feedback of any type is appreciated, constructive criticism above all. Until next we meet, everyone, stay safe, and may fortune smile on you.


End file.
